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edition, 1996), 55.
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Fig. 2.21: Wołpa, synagogue, probably first half of the 18th century, western elevation, and vestibule at
center with pavilions at the corners. YIVO Institute for Jewish Research. This photo appears on page 226
in Carol Herselle Krinsky’s Synagogues of Europe (1985).
Fig. 3.1: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, ca. 1998, sketch of exterior. Pencil on paper,
7-1/4 x 9-3/4 in. LeWitt Collection, 011082, verso
Fig. 3.2: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketch of sanctuary roof, ca. 1998. Pencil on paper,
7-1/4 x 9-3/4 in. LeWitt Collection, 011082, recto
Fig. 3.3: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketches of roofs, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper,
8-1/2 x 5-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 006330, recto
Fig. 3.4: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketch of roof, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper,
8-1/2 x 5-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 006330, verso
Fig. 3.5: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketch of roof, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper,
7-1/4 x 8-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 006328
Fig. 3.6: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketches of elevation and roof, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on
paper, 4-1/2 x 8-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 011086
Fig. 3.7: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketch of exterior volume, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper,
5-3/4 x 8-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 011099, recto
Fig. 3.8: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketches of sanctuary roofs, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on
paper, 12 x 9 in. LeWitt Collection, 011883
Fig. 3.9: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, south elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper,
8-1/2 x 24 in. LeWitt Collection, 006348
Fig. 3.10: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, east elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper,
8-1/4 x 17 in. LeWitt Collection, 016296
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Fig. 3.11: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper, 5-1/12 x 19 in.
LeWitt Collection, 006352
Fig. 3.12: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and elevations, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper,
9-1/4 x 19 in. LeWitt Collection, 006324
Fig. 3.13: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper,
11 x 14 in. LeWitt Collection, 006580
Fig. 3.14: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper,
11 x 14 in. LeWitt Collection, 006583
Fig. 3.15: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper,
11 x 14 in. LeWitt Collection, 006588
Fig. 3.16: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on
vellum, 11-1/4 x 19 in. LeWitt Collection, 011387
Fig. 3.17: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper,
13-1/8 x 19 in. LeWitt Collection, 016297
Fig. 3.18: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on
vellum, 11-1/2 x 19 in. LeWitt Collection, 011391
Fig. 3.19: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on vellum, 11 x 19 in.
LeWitt Collection, 006319
Fig. 3.20: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketch with barrel-vaulted (?), elevation, ca. 1996-98.
Ink on graph notebook paper, 2-5/8 x 4 in. LeWitt Collection, 011589, recto
Fig. 3.21: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketch of floor plan with interlocking circles,
ca. 1996-98. Ink on graph notebook paper, 2-5/8 x 4 in. LeWitt Collection, 011589, verso
Fig. 3.22: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketch of barrel-vaulted (?) elevation, ca. 1996-98.
Pencil on paper, 5 x 8-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 006334
Fig. 3.23: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper, 8-1/2 x 11 in.
LeWitt Collection, 006321
Fig. 3.24: Sol LeWitt, Model for Congregation Beth Shalom, ca. 1996-97. Corrugated cardboard, paper
cutouts, ink, red ink, pencil, and masking tape, 5-3/8 x 27-7/8 x 36 in. LeWitt Collection, 016852
Fig. 3.25: Sol LeWitt, Model for Congregation Beth Shalom, ca. 1996-97. Corrugated cardboard, paper
cutouts, ink, red ink, pencil, and masking tape, 5-3/8 x 27-7/8 x 36 in. LeWitt Collection, 016852
Fig. 3.26: Sol LeWitt, Model for Congregation Beth Shalom, detail view of the bimah and Torah ark,
ca. 1996-97. Corrugated cardboard, paper cutouts, ink, red ink, pencil, and masking tape. LeWitt
Collection, 016852
Fig. 3.27: Sol LeWitt, Model for Congregation Beth Shalom, detail view of the bimah and Torah ark,
ca. 1996-97. cardboard, paper cutouts, ink, red ink, pencil, and masking tape. LeWitt Collection, 016852
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Fig. 3.28: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan, ca. 1996-97. Pencil on vellum, 24 x 19 in.
LeWitt Collection, 011383
Fig. 3.29: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan of sanctuary (detail), ca. 1996-97. Pencil on
vellum, 24 x 19 in. LeWitt Collection, 011383
Fig. 3.30: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and elevation, ca. 1996-97. Pencil on
vellum, 24 x 19 in. LeWitt Collection, 011378
Fig. 3.31: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and elevation, ca. 1996-97. Pencil on
vellum, 24 x 19 in. LeWitt Collection, 011379
Fig. 3.32: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketches of floor plan and elevations, ca. 1996-97.
Ink on paper, 11 x 8-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 006304
Fig. 3.33: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan, ca. 1996-1997. Pencil on vellum,
19 x 24 in. LeWitt Collection, 011382
Fig. 3.34: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, south, east, and west elevations, ca. 1996-1997.
Pencil on vellum, 19 x 24 in. LeWitt Collection, 011386
Fig. 3.35: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketches of floor plans, ca. 1996-1997. Pencil and ink
on paper, 7 x 8-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 011596
Fig. 3.36: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan, ca. 1996-1997. Pencil on paper,
8-1/2 x 14 in. LeWitt Collection, 011597, verso
Fig. 3.37: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, overlay on architectural plan by Abraham Rothenberg
Associates Architects (dated January 31,1997). Pencil on tracing paper, black line architectural print,
masking tape, 24 x 36 in. LeWitt Collection, 016854
Fig. 3.38: Abraham Rothenberg Associates Architects, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan (without
Sol LeWitt’s overlay on tracing paper), January 31,1997. Black line architectural print, 24 x 36 in.
LeWitt Collection, 016854
Fig. 3.39: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, overlay on architectural plan by Abraham Rothenberg
Associates Architects (dated January 31,1997). Pencil on tracing paper, 24 x 36 in. LeWitt Collection,
016854
Fig. 3.40: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan, ca. 1996-1997. Pencil on vellum,
21 x 27 in. LeWitt Collection, 006971
Fig. 3.41: Photocopy of color photographs of Sol LeWitt’s model for Congregation Beth Shalom (no
longer extant), March 1997. LeWitt Collection, “Beth Shalom” folder
Fig. 3.42: Color photograph of Sol LeWitt’s model for Congregation Beth Shalom (no longer extant),
March 1997. Posted on the bulletin board in the artist’s studio until it was deconstructed in 2017.
LeWitt Collection
Fig. 3.43: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan, ca. 1996-1998. Pencil on paper,
8-1/2 x 11 in. LeWitt Collection, 006318
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Fig. 3.44: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan, ca. 1996-1997. Pencil on paper, 10 x 19 in.
LeWitt Collection, 006320
Fig. 3.45: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, south elevation, ca. 1996-1997. Pencil on paper,
11 x 14 in. LeWitt Collection, 006336
Fig. 3.46: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketch of floor plan with dimensions, ca. 1996-1997.
Pencil on paper, 5-1/2 x 9-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 011084
Fig. 3.47: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and sketches of roofs along right side, 1997
[dated on sheet]. Pencil on vellum, 25-1/4 x 36 in. LeWitt Collection, 006969
Fig. 3.48: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, south elevation, ca. 1997. Pencil on paper mounted on
paper, 8-1/4 x 24 in. LeWitt Collection, 006345
Fig. 3.49: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, partial elevation, additional roof sketches in upper
right corner, ca. 1997. Pencil on paper, 8-3/4 x 14-3/8 in. LeWitt Collection, 006342
Fig. 3.50: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, west elevation, 1998 [dated on sheet]. Pencil on paper,
11 x 14 in. LeWitt Collection, 006339
Fig. 3.51: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan, 1998 [dated on sheet]. Pencil on paper,
16 x 36 in. LeWitt Collection, 006357
Fig. 3.52: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, south elevation, 1998 [dated on sheet]. Pencil on
paper, 11-1/4 x 36 in. LeWitt Collection, 006341
Fig. 3.53: Sol LeWitt, Architectural model for Congregation Beth Shalom, ca. 1998. Particle board [?]
and paper cutouts, 10 x 48-3/4 x 30 in. LeWitt Collection, 016595
Fig. 3.54: Sol LeWitt, Architectural model for Congregation Beth Shalom, ca. 1998 (with roofs removed).
Particle board [?] and paper cutouts, 10 x 48-3/4 x 30 in. LeWitt Collection, 016595
Fig. 4.1: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan, 1998. Photocopy, 9-1/2 x 17 in. Collection of
Stephen L. Lloyd
Fig. 4.2: Jonathan Warner House (aka Warner-Brooks House), corner of Route 154 and East Kings
Highway, Chester, Connecticut. Photo by Fred Wasserman, 2016
Fig. 4.3: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketches of the sanctuary, library, and west elevation,
ca. 1998-99, mounted on board by Stephen L. Lloyd. Ink on paper and photocopy on paper, various sizes.
Collection of Stephen L. Lloyd
Fig. 4.4: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sanctuary at left, library at right (close-up)
ca. 1998-99. Pencil on paper, 10-1/4 x 22-3/4 in. LeWitt Collection, 015823
Fig. 4.5: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sanctuary, ca. 1998-99. Pencil on paper, 12 x 9 in.
LeWitt Collection, 011885
Fig. 4.6: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sanctuary, ca. 1998-99. Pencil on paper, 12 x 9 in.
Pencil n LeWitt Collection, 011884
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Fig. 4.7: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sanctuary, ca. 1998-99. Pencil on paper, 8 x 9 in.
LeWitt Collection, 011095
Fig. 4.8: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sanctuary, ca. 1998-99. Pencil on paper, 9 x 7-3/4 in.
LeWitt Collection, 011094
Fig. 4.9: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketch of floor plan, ca. 1998-1999. Marker on tracing
paper, 18 x 10 in. Collection of Stephen L. Lloyd
Fig. 4.10: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plans and elevation, ca. 1998-1999. Marker on
paper, 7 x 5-3/4 in. Collection of Stephen L. Lloyd
Fig. 4.11: Stephen L. Lloyd (b. 1949), Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan, 4.29.98, 5.16.98, 5.26.98.
Offset print, 7-1/4 x 11 in. LeWitt Collection, Congregation Beth Shalom Capital Campaign folder
Fig. 4.12: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, south elevation, ca. 1998-99. Pencil on vellum,
8-3/4 x 17-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 015822
Fig. 4.13: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, west elevation, ca. 1998-99. Pencil on paper,
9-1/2 x 18-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 016295
Fig. 4.14: Stephen L. Lloyd, Congregation Beth Shalom, conceptual elevations, 4.29.98. Diazo print and
colored pencil, 24 x 36 in., taped to 24 x 36 in. board. Collection of Stephen L. Lloyd
Fig. 4.15: Stephen L. Lloyd, Congregation Beth Shalom, south and west conceptual elevations,
5.18.98. Offset print, 6-3/4 x 11 in. LeWitt Collection, Congregation Beth Shalom Capital
Campaign folder
Fig. 4.16: Stephen L. Lloyd, Congregation Beth Shalom, north and east conceptual elevations,
5.18.98. Photocopy, 8-1/2 x 11 in. LeWitt Collection, Congregation Beth Shalom Capital Campaign
folder
Fig. 4.17: Stephen L. Lloyd, Rendering of Congregation Beth Shalom from Rte. 154, 1998. Color
photocopy, 8-3/4 x 12-7/8 in. LeWitt Collection, Congregation Beth Shalom Capital Campaign folder
Fig. 4.18: Presentation board with photographs of barns that Stephen L. Lloyd showed at the hearing
before the Chester Planning and Zoning Commission, July 2, 1998. 24 x 36 in. Collection of Stephen L.
Lloyd
Fig. 4.19: Stephen L. Lloyd, Congregation Beth Shalom, Landscape & site lighting plan, 7.2.98. Offset
print, 7-1/4 x 11 in. LeWitt Collection, Congregation Beth Shalom Capital Campaign folder
Fig. 4.20: Ketubah (marriage contract) between Congregations Beth Shalom, Deep River and Rodfe
Zedek, Moodus, Connecticut on the seventeenth day of Heshvan 5759, November 6th, 1998. Congregation
Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek
Fig. 5.1: Fax from Stephen L. Lloyd to Sol LeWitt, ca. 1999. LeWitt Collection, “Beth Shalom” folder
Fig. 5.2: Stephen L. Lloyd, Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, floor plan, 11.12.99. Xerographic
print with colored pencil, mounted on 24 x 36 in. foam core board. Collection of Stephen L. Lloyd
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Fig. 5.3: Stephen L. Lloyd, Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, floor plan, September 22, 2000.
Diazo print, 24 x 36 in. Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek
Fig. 5.4: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, sketches of the sanctuary and floor plan,
ca. 1999. Ink on tracing paper, mounted on approx. 24 x 36 in. board. Collection of Stephen L. Lloyd
Fig. 5.5: Stephen L. Lloyd and Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, sketch of elevation,
ca. 1999. Ink on tracing paper, 12 x 25 in. Collection of Stephen L. Lloyd
Fig. 5.6: Stephen L. Lloyd, Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, elevations, November 1999.
Photocopy of CBSRZ’s newsletter, The Whole Megillah. Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek
Fig. 5.7: Stephen L. Lloyd, Elevations of Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, 12.16.99. Diazo print
with colored pencil, 24 x 36 in., mounted on board, 24 x 36. Collection of Stephen L. Lloyd
Fig. 5.8: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, view from the south. Robert Benson Photography
Fig. 5.9: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, view from the east. Photo by Fred Wasserman, 2016
Fig. 5.10: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, view from the west southwest. Photo by
Robert Benson
Fig. 5.11: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, view from the east. Robert Benson Photography
Fig. 5.12: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, “Main Street” with entry wall with quotations and art
exhibition. Robert Benson Photography
Fig. 5.13: Fax from Stephen L. Lloyd to Sol LeWitt, with the artist’s response, April 29, 2000, posted on
LeWitt’s studio bulletin board. LeWitt Collection
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Introduction
In early March 2016, at the suggestion of my thesis advisor, Emily Braun, I drove up to
Chester, Connecticut to look at Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek (CBSRZ). The artist Sol
LeWitt, a member of the synagogue, had been involved in designing the building and several
years later showed it to Braun. I was curious to see what the synagogue looked like. Driving
north through the bucolic lower Connecticut River Valley along route 154, I reached the small
town of Chester. The turn-off to a historic ferry crossing came up on the right. Soon after, I made
another right onto East Kings Highway and then a quick left. A seemingly modest building came
into view, perched at the end of a long driveway (fig. 0.1). As I approached, I took in the expanse
of this low-lying one-story building. A multi-tiered “dome” unexpectedly rises off-center,
reaching upwards and offering the first indication that this is no ordinary building. Upon closer
observation, the dome itself looks octagonal and lists towards the right, creating an unusual
profile against the sky.
Upon entering, I encountered a space that is barely intimated by the exterior. The walls of
the lobby/gallery area are painted a deep, rich blue that is in stark contrast to the outside daylight.
Through glass above the walls, I had a glimpse of the wood-framed sanctuary beyond. When I
made my way there, I was overwhelmed by the light-filled, octagonal space, framed by eight
posts that support a complex branching “dome” of beams and diagonals (fig. 0.2). At the front of
the sanctuary on the bimah, I saw the colorful six-pointed star within a circle that LeWitt had
designed for the Torah ark. I started to take in what was going on with the framing, but it was
difficult to figure out because little seemed regular. Overhead, the wooden framework is
composed of triangles and rhomboids of different sizes and shapes. The octagon becomes a
hexagon with a six-pointed Star of David. Above that is a square skylight. My eyes and my mind
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tried to take it all in and make sense of it. But on a gut level, the space was just magical. I even
lay down on the floor for my Sistine Chapel moment and gazed up at the Star of David and the
skylight.
While looking around CBSRZ that first day, I received a call from a dear old friend to tell
me that her mother had just died the day before. It was unsettling news, and an odd circumstance
that I should hear it while visiting a synagogue. But also, perhaps apt. I went back into the
sanctuary and sat down for a few quiet minutes, while I reflected on my friend’s mother (of
whom I was very fond), and put in a few private words for her. It was wholly unanticipated, but I
had the chance to experience the sanctuary as not only an architectural wonder, but as a sacred
space.
I visited CBSRZ and Chester several more times in the following months and learned that
it is currently an active Reform congregation of around 210 families, which draws its members
from a broad geographic area of Connecticut.1 I studied Sol LeWitt’s synagogue drawings,
looked at the architectural plans developed by Stephen L. Lloyd (the architect with whom the
artist collaborated), conducted research in the synagogue’s organizational records, and
interviewed several of the key individuals who participated in the building project. I also felt that
I needed to experience the synagogue as a living building: I made it a point to see the sanctuary
with the walls of its octagon closed, as well as opened up to the social hall; to experience the
1

Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek (CBSRZ) draws its membership from around forty towns and cities in a
geographic area bounded by Hartford to the north, New Haven to the west, Westbrook to the south and Norwich to
the east. This is how Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek describes itself: “We are a Reform congregation that
cherishes tradition, but at the same time welcomes experimentation in music and liturgy. The approach is captured in
the phrase ‘ancient and cool.’ Our congregants come from diverse religious traditions within the Jewish faith; some
members come from other faiths and have converted to Judaism; others are partners in interfaith marriages who join
in our worship without formal conversion. We are known as a community of artists and intellectuals as well as
farmers, homemakers, businesspeople and professionals. We have nurtured a culture of democracy.” See CBSRZ,
“Our Synagogue,” accessed October 4, 2017, https://www.cbsrz.org/about/our-synagogue/.
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building at different times of the day and night, and in different weathers; and to see how the
synagogue functioned for a range of services and other activities.
I attended a Friday night family Shabbat service in the sanctuary with around thirty
people (many of them children), as the sun was setting. Another time, I was invited to attend the
early Wednesday morning minyan, an intimate service in the conference room, which looks out
on trees and grass. In June 2016, I attended a farewell party for the rabbi where the sanctuary
was opened up and the social hall was filled with more than one hundred people. It was a chance
to see the building in use for a communal event, but more than that, I was able to get a sense of
the congregation that built this unusual structure.
On Rosh Hashanah morning, I sat in the service surrounded by hundreds, as a beam of
sunlight came in through a skylight and landed directly on me, bathing me in warmth for a brief
couple of minutes, until the light moved on. When I arrived for the final service on Yom Kippur,
I was asked if I would like to open the Torah ark. Mid-service, my name was read aloud and I
was called up to the bimah. Another woman and I slid the ark doors, parting Sol LeWitt’s star in
two. I was honored to be there and it felt quite meaningful to be participating in a service at a
CBSRZ.
Through it all, I continued to look closely and learn more about the building, LeWitt’s
synagogue designs, and the process whereby his vision and ideas were brilliantly realized by the
artist, the architect Stephen L. Lloyd, and other members of the congregation. I first came to
know CBSRZ through my eyes, but over the course of my thesis project, I have also come to
know it through my mind and my heart. And I hope that this has made me a better interpreter of
this truly distinctive building, which has quite a fascinating story.
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In the mid-1990s, Congregation Beth Shalom (CBS), a Reform synagogue in Deep River,
Connecticut that dated back to the 1930s, decided that they had outgrown their home.2 Their
membership had expanded under the tutelage of a popular rabbi and they were also looking at the
prospect of merging with a Conservative synagogue, Congregation Rodfe Zedek, located across
the Connecticut River in nearby Moodus, which had been founded in 1915.3 When Congregation
Beth Shalom embarked on plans to build a new home in 1995-96, the Board minutes note,
congregation member Sol LeWitt “expressed an interested in working on the design of the new
building.”4 Recalling his motivation, some years after the new synagogue had opened, the artist
candidly wrote: “I became involved because I didn’t want the synagogue to be a disaster.”5 The
artist’s wife, Carol LeWitt elaborates on the artist’s concerns:
One of the things that I remember him saying was, “I want to be sure the Jews build a
building that is as distinguished as a Congregational church.” He was very engaged in
how the Jews would be perceived in the community. He wanted to be sure that there was
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Congregation Beth Shalom (CBS) traces its roots to a group of Jews from Deep River, Chester, and Essex,
Connecticut who first met in the 1930s in the Chester home of the Jewish chicken farmer Isaac Jacobson; became
Congregation B’nai Israel, based in Deep River, in the early 1940s; and in 1948 merged with another Deep River
organization, the Jewish Community Center (JCC) of Lower Middlesex County. The latter name was retained and in
1951, the JCC purchased a YMCA (at one time the Swedish Mission Church) in Deep River, where it remained until
moving to the new home of CBSRZ in 2001. The JCC officially changed its name to Congregation Beth Shalom in
1980. See Ellen Nodelman, House of Peace and Justice: The First One Hundred Years of Congregation Beth
Shalom Rodfe Zedek (Chester, CT: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, 2017), 15-17, 30, 40-41, and 66.
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A group of rural Jewish families first gathered for worship in private homes in Moodus in 1905. They formally
established Chevra Rodfe Zedek when they bought a pre-Revolutionary War farmhouse and converted it into a
synagogue in 1915. The congregation grew and in 1922, it bought a neighboring plot and built a new synagogue.
See Nodelman, House of Peace and Justice, 10-12.
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Congregation Beth Shalom, Deep River, Connecticut, Board meeting minutes, April 11, 1996, CBSRZ. The
minutes state that Harriet Fellows, the president, and Marlene Scharr of the Facilities Planning Committee would
contact Sol LeWitt. There is no further mention of the artist’s participation until the minutes of the December 12,
1996 Board meeting (when he showed a model of his design for a new building). But there must have been an
understanding that LeWitt would be involved in designing the new synagogue although there was never a formal
commission or contract.
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Janis Mink, Questionnaire sent to Sol LeWitt with “questions relating to work and religious orientation,” with his
responses, fax imprinted July 15, 2005, 4, LeWitt Collection, “Lyman Allyn Art Museum” folder, hereafter cited as
Mink, Questionnaire sent to Sol LeWitt. Janis Mink organized Sol LeWitt: Recent Work, an exhibition that ran at the
Lyman Allyn Art Museum in New London, Connecticut from March 6 to May 16, 2005. Many thanks to John
Lavertu at the LeWitt Collection for bringing this interview to my attention.
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a building that had an ethnic flavor, that was authentic but that was a very distinguished
structure. He did not want a building that looked like a suburban synagogue.6
The Synagogue Project had deep, personal meaning for the artist and brought together his
Jewish background, his concern for his local Jewish community, and his longstanding interest in
architecture. The son of Russian Jewish immigrants, LeWitt identified with Jewish culture. Carol
LeWitt describes Sol as “a very, very observant nonbeliever”7 who was close with the rabbi and
regularly attended the Wednesday morning minyan.8 The project clearly mattered to the artist.
As this thesis documents, LeWitt spent an extraordinary amount of time and energy on the
Synagogue Project over the course of five years (1996-2001), at the same time that he worked on
numerous other projects at home and abroad.
Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek is unique in Sol LeWitt’s oeuvre. While the
artist’s structures and wall drawings often engage with architecture, this synagogue is the only
building that Sol LeWitt ever designed (in collaboration with an architect).9 LeWitt envisioned
the synagogue, sketched out many ideas, and developed his designs in architectural plans and
elevations. In an early phase, he worked (to some degree) with an architect whose tenure turned
out to be short-lived.10 LeWitt later worked quite successfully with the architect Stephen (Steve)
L. Lloyd, as well as other members of the congregation’s design committee, in realizing a final
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Carol LeWitt in Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, We Built This House, video by Jon Joslow, 2015,
hereafter cited as We Built This House.

7

Robin Cembalest, “Consequence,” Tablet, February 1, 2012, accessed February 19, 2016,
http://www.tabletmag.com/jewish-arts-and-culture/89861/consequence.
8

Carol LeWitt, interview with the author, New York, October 7, 2016, hereafter cited as Carol LeWitt interview,
October 7, 2016.
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LeWitt did have experience working on a number of renovation projects: lofts in New York; old houses in Spoleto
and Praiano, Italy; and the LeWitts’ residence and a warehouse conversion for his art collection, both in Chester,
Connecticut. According to Carol LeWitt he was involved in all of those projects “and always wanted to hold the
pencil! He had an uncanny ability to visualize space.” Carol LeWitt, email to the author, November 5, 2017.
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The architect was Abraham (Abe) Rothenberg of Westport, Connecticut. He will be discussed further in chapter 3.
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design. Critically, “Sol understood that he wasn’t an architect,” observes Carol LeWitt. “He had
this kind of very specific vision. I mean, he was pretty good at drawing plans, he was pretty good
at making shapes. But he could not get a building to function, so he knew that if he was going to
execute his idea, at some point he would have to have a collaborator that was an architect.”11
It was Carol LeWitt’s idea to bring in Steve Lloyd to restart the project after the first
architect did not work out. She and Sol had previously worked with him on the design of a
warehouse for their art collection, so the artist and the architect already had an easy back and
forth. Lloyd recalls visiting LeWitt in his studio a few times in order to look at drawings, make
rough schedules, and talk about the project.12 “Steve and Sol actually had done a number of
projects together, and they worked very well together. So, there was no wrestling over who was
holding the pencil,” said Carol LeWitt.13 She further observed that, “Sol was visionary, but not
practical, so they were a very good team.”14 The architect brought other skills to the project.
Unlike LeWitt, who was accustomed to working solo and would not attend meetings, Lloyd was
adept at working with the congregation and engaged them in discussions about how they
imagined their new home. As Carol put it: “Sol didn’t have the credibility to sell a design or a
concept, and Steve did.”15 Indeed, the congregation rejected the early designs that LeWitt
presented in 1996-98, prior to Lloyd joining the project.
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Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016.
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Stephen L. Lloyd, telephone interview with the author, November 2, 2016, hereafter cited as Lloyd interview,
November 2, 2016.
13

We Built This House.
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Carol LeWitt, conversation with the author, Chester, Connecticut, April 26, 2016, hereafter cited as Carol LeWitt
conversation, April 26, 2016.
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We Built This House.
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LeWitt wanted to root the design in Jewish culture. “It is inspired by the old wooden
synagogues, the shtetls of Eastern Europe,” said the artist.16 He closely studied these Polish
wooden synagogues, which were built in the seventeenth through the early nineteenth centuries
and virtually all destroyed by the Nazis during World War II. From his earliest sketches, LeWitt
developed a formal vocabulary that was inspired by these synagogues’ tiered roofs and octagonal
domes. He also looked at Louis I. Kahn’s synagogue designs, particularly Temple Beth El, a
building that is the master architect’s own interpretation of the wooden synagogues of eastern
Europe. This influence is a constant through all of LeWitt’s synagogue designs and he shared
this vision with Lloyd when he joined the project. “The way that the building looks was
established by Sol,” notes Lloyd. “He was very involved conceptually” and his “opinion was
really important.”17 The architect elaborated on LeWitt’s formal vocabulary at the same time that
he addressed functional issues and the need to have a well-organized layout. Lloyd also brought
in his own feeling that New England barns and vernacular post and beam construction would be
appropriate traditions on which to draw for the new building. This was supported by the
congregation’s own preference for a warm, homey building with lots of wood.
In addition to CBSRZ being the only building that Sol LeWitt was involved in designing,
the Synagogue Project is unique in other important ways. LeWitt saw designing a synagogue as
“a problem of geometric forms in a space that conforms to the uses of ritual.”18 The first part of
this description was the artist’s métier for which he had decades of experience. But the latter part
was something new. By definition, designing a synagogue involves specifically engaging with
16

William Zimmer, “Art Takes a Prominent Spot in Chester’s New Synagogue.” New York Times, December 9,
2001.
17

Lloyd interview, November 2, 2016.

18

Saul Ostrow, “Sol LeWitt,” Bomb 85, Fall 2003, http://bombmagazine.org/article/2583/sol-lewitt.
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Jewish religious practices and needs, working with—and within—a Jewish community, and
creating forms that may take on particular meanings within a Jewish context.
From the outset, LeWitt had to draw on his own familiarity with the needs and practices
of his congregation. It was a given that the Torah ark is traditionally located on the eastern wall
of the sanctuary and that this would have an impact on the floor plans for LeWitt’s prospective
synagogue designs. Furthermore, the artist was keenly attuned to how light would work in the
building, the early light for the weekly morning minyan and the changing light of sunset at
Friday evening services. This was of most importance in LeWitt’s thinking about Yom Kippur,
when in the final Neilah service, the deepening darkness corresponds to the powerfully symbolic
closing of the gates of repentance.19 This concern with light prompted the artist to think very
carefully about the placement and orientation of the synagogue on the site and also prompted
LeWitt to radically alter the shape of the dome so as to bring in light directly on the bimah.
Even within the “geometric forms” that are LeWitt’s natural vocabulary, things work
differently in the synagogue. While the artist’s forms are not typically referential or symbolic,
they take on deep and specific meaning at CBSRZ. In looking towards the synagogues of eastern
Europe, LeWitt introduced associations with those wooden buildings. And by basing his
synagogue designs on the octagon, LeWitt imbued a pure geometric form with historical and
cultural meaning. The same is true of the stacked octagon and hexagon of the exterior sanctuary
dome, which are elegant forms, but also call forth “memories” of the shtetl.
LeWitt’s design for CBSRZ’s Torah ark is a particular case in point. The artist created a
colorful six-pointed star within a circle that is the focus of the sanctuary. Stars had long been part
of the artist’s vocabulary, but within the context of a synagogue a six-pointed star is inevitably a
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Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016.
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Star of David. And that much more so when it is placed front and center on the Torah ark
(though that was Lloyd’s idea).20 LeWitt’s star design for the Torah ark is also significant
because the challenge of creating a work of art for the new synagogue inspired the artist to create
a new motif for the Torah ark—an early version of his “broken bands of color” series—which
became such a rich source of imagery in his later wall drawings. It is intriguing to realize that the
Synagogue Project, which was a personal project for LeWitt, ultimately fed back into the main
channel of his artistic practice.
Finally, and perhaps the most intangible challenge for LeWitt, was what it meant to
create a sacred space. Carol LeWitt notes that Sol wanted “to understand what sacred space was
about. You know, when you realize his work was all about space. It’s about engaging space.”21
Nonbeliever that he was, the artist nonetheless took on the responsibility of envisioning an
architectural space for CBSRZ that was not only functional, but would meet the spiritual needs
of his own congregation. LeWitt, in conjunction with Steve Lloyd, used the tools at his
command—color, light, and geometry—to masterfully shape a profoundly evocative and
satisfying space.
Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek is a relatively little-known work in Sol LeWitt’s
oeuvre. It has scarcely been addressed in the extensive literature on this artist, though it has
received some exposure in the popular press as well as in publications that focus on synagogues
(and other Jewish building types). The opening of the synagogue in 2001, and subsequent events
and anniversaries, were covered by the nearby Middletown Press and the Connecticut Jewish
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Stephen L. Lloyd, “Working with Sol LeWitt on the Design of Temple Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek in Chester,
Connecticut,” in Susan Cross and Denise Markonish, eds. Sol LeWitt: 100 Views (North Adams: Mass MOCA and
New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2009), 75.
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Ledger. The New York Times article on the opening of CBSRZ had a brief bit on the building and
a quote from LeWitt, but primarily focused on a display of artworks by Jane Logemann in the
synagogue’s lobby gallery space. The Hartford Courant published a thoughtful architectural
appreciation by Patrick Pinnell in 2002, in which he called CBSRZ “one of the better works of
architecture to come along in this state in years.”22 The newspaper also mentioned the synagogue
in its obituary for LeWitt when he died in 2007.
Martin Friedman included a brief mention of CBSRZ, as well as two drawings (one by
Sol LeWitt and the other by Stephen L. Lloyd), in his essay for Sol LeWitt: A Retrospective (San
Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 2000). And the building has been discussed in Henry and
Daniel Stolzman’s Synagogue Architecture in America (2004), Samuel D. Gruber’s article,
“Polish Influence on American Synagogue Architecture” (2010), and Gavriel D. Rosenfeld’s
Building After Auschwitz: Jewish Architecture and the Memory of the Holocaust (2011). In the
Jewish media, LeWitt’s designs for CBSRZ were also featured in articles by Robin Cembalest in
Tablet and Benjamin Ivry in The Forward. LeWitt himself offered some insight into his work on
the synagogue in an interview with Saul Ostrow in Bomb Magazine (2003). Finally, Stephen L.
Lloyd wrote a short piece on working with LeWitt on CBSRZ for the catalogue that accompanies
MASS MoCA’s Sol LeWitt: A Wall Drawing Retrospective (2009).
But to date, no one has made a careful and thorough study of the design of Congregation
Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek and documented Sol LeWitt’s work on the project. And even to those
who are familiar with this synagogue building, there is a great deal that is unknown. The goal of
this thesis project is to fill in this lacuna and shed light on LeWitt’s only architectural project and

22

Patrick Pinnell, “Basic Beauty: It’s a Modest Synagogue in Chester, and One of the Better Works of Architecture
in the State in Years,” Hartford Courant, February 17, 2002, http://articles.courant.com/2002-0217/news/0202170772_1_civic-building-new-building-chester.
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on how it happened. Specifically, I seek to understand how LeWitt took historic architectural
forms, transmuted them through his own esthetic, and in collaboration with Stephen L. Lloyd
created a contemporary synagogue building. At the same time, this look at the Synagogue Project
also provides new insights into aspects of the artist’s biography, suggesting the importance of
Jewish identity, culture, and community to LeWitt. Additionally, the role of architecture and
architectural ideas in the artist’s practice is brought into focus and, when relevant, connections
are made to other artworks by LeWitt.
This thesis is a first step in understanding Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek and
Sol LeWitt’s role in the building project. Chapter 1 provides biographical and intellectual
contexts in which to understand the attraction of the Synagogue Project to the artist. It looks at
his family background, touches on his childhood in New Britain, Connecticut, and explores his
ties to Jewish culture. The chapter also considers LeWitt’s longtime interest in architecture as
well as its role in his artistic practice. Chapter 2 delves into the artist’s research once he engaged
with the project. LeWitt’s travels to visit synagogues in eastern Europe, New York, and New
England are discussed, as well as the impact of books, particularly Maria and Kazimierz
Piechotka’s Wooden Synagogues (1959), in the development of the artist’s ideas. The chapter
also looks at the influence of this book, and these buildings, on late twentieth-century American
synagogue design. In this context, Louis I. Kahn’s Temple Beth El in Chappaqua, New York was
particularly relevant for LeWitt and is discussed at some length. Chapter 3 is an investigation of
the more than one hundred drawings, as well as models, that LeWitt produced during the initial
phase of the Synagogue Project. Only one of these drawings appears to have been published, and
this is the first time that this body of material has been closely studied.23 While these drawings
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One of Sol LeWitt’s elevations for Congregation Beth Shalom (LeWitt Collection, 015822, my fig. 4.12) was
published in Martin Friedman, “Construction Sights,” in Sol LeWitt: A Retrospective, exh. cat. (San Francisco: San
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range from quick sketches to drafted plans and elevations for designs that were never built, they
offer a fascinating look into LeWitt’s thinking and evoke his working process; at the same time
the drawings contain key elements that did find their way into CBSRZ’s final building. Chapter 4
begins with the hiring of Stephen L. Lloyd in 1998 and details the process by which he translated
LeWitt’s ideas, as well as the needs of the congregation, into a master conceptual design that was
approved by the Chester Planning and Zoning Commission. This chapter also includes a
wonderful group of eastern European synagogue-inspired sanctuary and chapel drawings by
LeWitt that are related to the development of his synagogue ideas. Finally, chapter 5 traces the
development of a new design, necessitated by the need to downsize the building, and looks at
CBSRZ as it was actually built. This chapter considers a number of aspects of the final design,
with a particular eye towards understanding LeWitt’s role in the realization of his vision for an
eastern-European inflected, contemporary synagogue in small-town Connecticut.
Please note that in both my discussion, as well as in my identification of the drawings and
designs, the synagogue for which Sol LeWitt and Stephen L. Lloyd were developing a new
design was called Congregation Beth Shalom (CBS) until November 1998, when it merged with
Congregation Rodfe Zedek. Thereafter, I use the new name, Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe
Zedek (CBSRZ).

Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 2000), 58. This drawing is discussed in chapter 4. Several of LeWitt’s other
drawings are briefly shown in the video We Built This House.

12

Chapter 1.

Sol LeWitt: Family, Jewish Culture, and Architecture

Sol was an atheist. I mean he didn’t believe in the concept of God, but he did believe in
Yiddishkeit.1
—Carol LeWitt
Two of Sol LeWitt’s interests came together in his work on the synagogue project. As his
wife, Carol observed, “Sol was a scholar of architecture and Jewish culture.”2 But these were
more than intellectual pursuits. LeWitt was raised in an immigrant Jewish family that, while not
religious, imbued him with a sense of Jewish culture. And later, when the artist had a family of
his own, he renewed his ties to Judaism and became involved with Congregation Beth Shalom.
Early in his career, architecture was a formative discipline in shaping LeWitt’s ideas about his
artistic practice. And as a mature artist, his work often directly engaged with walls and
architectural spaces. A brief exploration of these currents in LeWitt’s life—family, Jewish
culture, and architecture—provide important contexts for understanding the artist’s interest in,
and commitment to, working on the design of a new synagogue building for his own
congregation.
Sol LeWitt’s father, Abraham LeWitt (1871-1934) emigrated from Lugansk in the
Russian Empire (now eastern Ukraine) to the United States in 1890.3 Trained as a mining

1

Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016. “Yiddishkeit” means Jewish culture.

2

Carol LeWitt, email response to the author’s questions, May 4, 2017, hereafter cited as Carol LeWitt email, May 4,
2017.

3

Passenger list, S.S. Warrington, Hamburg to America via Liverpool, September 27, 1890. Accessed at LeWitt
family tree, Ancestry.com, June 6, 2016. One unusual detail in Abraham LeWitt’s biography is that he was born in
1871 in Hebron, Palestine, which at the time was a part of the Ottoman Empire. Thus, Abraham’s country of birth
on his documents was listed as Turkey. According to Sofia LeWitt, her father, Sol LeWitt enjoyed saying to people,
“My Dad was a Turk,” as a kind of joke. It is not known why or for how long the LeWitts were in Palestine, though
it was probably just for a few years since, according to Sofia LeWitt, they do not appear in Moses Montefiore’s
surveys of Palestine in 1870 and 1875. Sofia LeWitt, telephone interview with the author, May 24, 2017, hereafter
cited as Sofia LeWitt interview, May 24, 2017. Abraham’s brother Michel was born in Russia in 1868 and his
brother Iser was born in Russia in 1882.
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engineer in Lugansk, Abraham LeWitt worked in that capacity in Scranton for a short period
before moving to New Britain, Connecticut where he had family. There he worked for Russell &
Erwin Manufacturing Co., a hardware firm where he was in the “invention department” (and
obtained patents). Abraham subsequently attended Cornell University Medical College in New
York where he received his medical license in 1900, and later pursued a specialty in eye, ear,
nose, and throat.4 He practiced in Hartford and the surrounding area for more than thirty years;5
his clientele included a large community of Jewish dairy and chicken farmers in Colchester.6
Abraham LeWitt was also involved in the founding of Mount Sinai Hospital (1923) (and served
as its Chief of Staff) and was also involved with the Hebrew Home in Hartford, “so there was a
big sort of tradition of Jewish philanthropy in the family in Hartford.”7 Abraham also invented
surgical instruments and had extensive real estate holdings.8 He married Sol LeWitt’s mother,
Sophie Appell, in 1922 when he was already past fifty.9

4

“Abraham LeWitt, M.D.-Hartford, Conn., 1871-1934,” Medical Journal obituary 1 [This is the title on
Ancestry.com.] Scan provided to the author by Sofia LeWitt.

5

“Dr. Le Witt Dies, Practiced Here for 30 Years,” Hartford Courant, August 12, 1934.

6

Sofia LeWitt interview, May 24, 2017.

7

Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016. Abraham LeWitt served on the medical boards of both Mount Sinai
Hospital and the Hebrew Home. This information was provided to the author by Jeanne Lowrey, Archivist, Jewish
Historical Society of Greater Hartford, in an email on October 10, 2017.

8

For “real estate holdings,” see Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016. “Surgical instruments” is in Oral history
interview with Sol LeWitt, conducted by Paul Cummings, July 15, 1974, Archives of American Art.
https://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/interviews/oral-history-interview-sol-lewitt-12701.

9

Abraham LeWitt and Sophia Appell, State of Connecticut marriage certificate, January 17, 1922 (scan provided by
Sofia LeWitt). Also see “Dr. LeWitt Marries New Britain Nurse,” The Hartford Courant, January 25, 1922.
Abraham LeWitt and Sophia Appell were married by Rabbi Abraham Nowak of The Emanuel Synagogue in
Hartford, a conservative congregation that was initially established by Orthodox immigrants in 1919 under the name
B’nai Israel, but changed its name shortly thereafter. See Jewish Historical Society of Greater Hartford, “Historic
Hartford Synagogues, B’nai Israel Synagogue,” accessed October 10, 2017, http://www.jhsgh.org/exhibitbnaiisrael.html.
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Sophie Appell (1889-1978) was born in Russia, in the city of Rostov on Don. In 1906, at
the age of sixteen, she immigrated to the United States with her siblings.10 Her parents, Solomon
and Elizabeth (Goldowsky) Appell owned a grocery store in New Britain. According to the 1920
census, the family spoke Hebrew, which we can assume meant Yiddish. Sophie trained as a
nurse at Mount Sinai Hospital in Philadelphia and served as an army nurse in France during the
First World War.11 She continued to work as a nurse following the war.12
Sol LeWitt was born on September 9, 1928. His middle-class family lived in Hartford
where they were “culturally observant” and were members of Congregation Beth Israel (a
Reform synagogue).13 Sol’s mother took him to art classes at the Wadsworth Atheneum. After
Abraham LeWitt died in 1934, six-year old Sol and his mother moved from Hartford to nearby
New Britain where both Sophie’s family as well as her in-laws lived. Sol’s cousins owned M.C.
LeWitt’s Jewelers on Main Street, a longstanding business that had been established by Abraham
LeWitt’s brother, Michel. Sophie’s sister Luba Appell operated the Appell family’s grocery
store. Sol and his mother moved in with Luba before settling into their own apartment. “During
the Depression things were fairly rocky,” recalled LeWitt. “But eventually my mother got a job
as a school nurse. She had a certain number of schools that she had to attend to every day. It
helped us out and we moved out of my aunt's house to an apartment. . . . I used to like to draw. I

10

Manifest for the S.S. Graf Waldersee, arrived in New York on February 15, 1906. Sophie Epfel’s place of birth is
listed as Rostov. Accessed on LeWitt family tree at Ancestry.com, June 6, 2017.

11

“Four in France from One Family in New Britain: Miss Appell, a Nurse, and Three Brothers Go Overseas to Fight
Huns—$40 Paid for Red Cross Doll—Headquarters Open Sunday,” The Hartford Courant, December 22, 1918, 19.

12

The 1920 census listed Sophia Appell’s occupation as a nurse and so does her marriage license, January 16, 1922.

13

Sofia LeWitt interview, May 24, 2017 and email from Lynn Newman, Jewish Historical Society of Greater
Hartford to the author, October 17, 2017 (with a scan of the entry for Dr. Abraham LeWitt in Beth Israel’s
membership book, which indicates that he was a member from 1928–31). Rabbi Abraham J. Feldman of Beth Israel
officiated at Abraham LeWitt’s funeral according to a notice (source unidentified) that Sofia LeWitt sent to the
author.

15

remember in my aunt's grocery store I used to rip off a big sheet of paper and draw.”14 Sophie
and Sol lived at 49 Cedar Street, a block-and-a-half away from Temple B’nai Israel, a
Conservative congregation that purchased the grand Beaux Arts Masonic Hall at 265 West Main
Street for its new home in 1940.15 Sol’s cousins on the LeWitt side lived around the corner on
Russell Street, right down the block from the synagogue, and were sometimes called to make a
minyan.16
According to Carol LeWitt, the family was quite assimilated, though they might attend
synagogue on the High Holidays and Sol’s mother, Sophie kept a kosher home.17 When queried
about his religious upbringing, Sol LeWitt himself observed that, “We were not very religious,
but I did have a bar mitsvah [sic] when I was 13.”18 This ceremony took place at B'nai Israel on
September 6, 1941. While the speech that he delivered on the occasion, including remarks in
both Hebrew and English, seems pretty boilerplate, in hindsight the following phrase resonates,
given LeWitt’s designs for Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek more than fifty years later:
“At this sacred moment in my life, I am not unmindful of the great responsibility which I take

14

Interview with Sol LeWitt, conducted by Sharon Zane, May 12, 1994, 1, The Museum of Modern Art Oral
History Program. https://www.moma.org/momaorg/shared/pdfs/docs/learn/archives/transcript_lewitt.pdf
15

National Register of Historic Places, Historic Synagogues of Connecticut, Masonic Temple/Temple B’Nai [sic]
Israel, New Britain, Hartford County, Connecticut, National Register #95000864, accessed June 5, 2017,
https://npgallery.nps.gov/pdfhost/docs/NRHP/Text/95000864.pdf.
16

Carol LeWitt conversation, April 26, 2016.

17

Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016 and Carol LeWitt, telephone interview with the author, October 3, 2017,
hereafter cited as Carol LeWitt interview, October 3, 2017. Abraham LeWitt was the first Hartford doctor to have a
car, which allowed him to service his patients in Colchester. On one of those trips, he stopped at a diner to eat, and
told the waitress that he would have what the other fellow was having. She brought him a ham sandwich. This was
the first time that Abraham ate treif (non-kosher) food.
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Mink, Questionnaire sent to Sol LeWitt, 1.
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upon myself. It is no light task to be a loyal son to a people such as Israel with so noble and lofty
a tradition. Grant me the wisdom and understanding to carry forward that tradition.”19
Apparently, Sol LeWitt did not know much about his LeWitt family background, though
he was aware that they were Russian Jews who had fled because of “rising anti-Semitism.”20 He
had never known his paternal grandparents and by the time he lived in New Britain, his father’s
sister Bella was the only sibling from the older generation who was still around and she passed
away in 1937. However, Sol grew up around his many LeWitt cousins in New Britain.
According to Carol LeWitt, Sol’s relatives always said that the LeWitts were Alsatian Jews,
which accounted for the capital “W.” “Sol would just roll his eyes and say, ‘That’s the biggest
affectation I’ve ever heard in my life. They were poor Jews from the Pale.’”21
LeWitt’s mother wanted him to be a doctor, but while still in high school he decided that
he wanted to be an artist.22 After graduating from Syracuse University, and serving in the U.S.
Army during the Korean War, LeWitt moved to New York in 1953. He ended up living on the
Lower East Side, historically the city’s center of immigrant Jewish life. “At that time,” recalled
LeWitt, “I had a loft on Montgomery Street, which is deep in the Lower East Side; it was the
floor above an old synagogue, and I paid something like $23.50 a month.”23 In 1960, the artist

19

Sol LeWitt, “Sol’s Bar Mitzvah Pledge,” September 6, 1941, LeWitt Collection.

20

Mink, Questionnaire sent to Sol LeWitt, 1. LeWitt indicated that antisemitism was also the reason that his mother
left Russia.
21

Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016. Sofia LeWitt, who has conducted extensive genealogical research on the
LeWitt family, has found no documentation for the Alsatian claim. She said to me, “Not much evidence! Family
lore.” Sofia LeWitt interview, May 24, 2017. The LeWitt family’s background was more complicated than simply
being from the Pale—see note 3.
22

Interview with Sol LeWitt, May 12, 1994, MOMA, 3.

23

Ibid., 4. Sol LeWitt lived at 42 Montgomery Street.
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relocated to another loft on the Lower East Side at 117 Hester Street where he lived for more
than twenty years.
Sol LeWitt met Carol Androcchio in New York in 1975 and they were married at the
United Nations Chapel in 1982. Carol was Christian and while there was no ketubah (Jewish
marriage contract), the couple had a chuppah, an ecumenical rabbi officiated, and they followed
the tradition of breaking a glass.24 But according to Carol LeWitt, Sol really got in touch with
being Jewish when their first daughter, Sofia was born in 1983. At the time, the couple was
living in Spoleto, Italy and Carol had Italian relatives. She recalls:
I always tell the story that the first time I knew that I was married to a Jew was when
Sofia was born. And my family was calling every day, saying, “Where is the baptism
going to be?” Are we going to do it here in the Duomo? Are we going to have the party at
home? Are we going to go to a restaurant—like, what are the plans?” And he [Sol] called
his family and said, ‘Send me a Star of David.’. . . He wanted to absolutely make sure
that that child could be a Jew.”25
In 1985, the LeWitts’ second daughter, Eva was born. Shortly thereafter, they decided to
move from Italy back to the United States. An important factor was Sol’s determination “that he
did not want his children to have a provincial Catholic upbringing, period.”26 Sol and Carol
decided to live in Chester, Connecticut in the lower Connecticut River Valley because the artist
wanted to live more than one hundred miles from New York City and he had family in
Hartford.27 When the LeWitts bought their house there in 1986, one of the first pieces of mail

24

Carol LeWitt conversation, April 26, 2016. Carol (Androcchio) LeWitt’s grandparents were both Protestant and
Catholic. Her mother was quite observant and attended Northfield Baptist Church in Livingston, New Jersey where
she took Carol during her childhood. Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016.
25

Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016.

26

Ibid.

27

Carol LeWitt, interview with the author, November 3, 2017, hereafter cited as Carol LeWitt interview, November
3, 2017. She tells the story of how Sol LeWitt took a compass and drew a 100-mile radius around Manhattan—and
wanted to live outside that circle.
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that they received was an invitation to join the local synagogue (Congregation Beth Shalom in
nearby Deep River). Apparently, someone had recognized Sol’s name in the real estate sales
listings.28 The artist said that the couple had decided that their daughters “should have a
religious/ethnic identity.”29 Carol laughs as she recalls that as soon as Sol thought that she would
take the girls to church, he immediately joined the synagogue. “And he made sure those kids
went to Hebrew school and got a good Jewish education and had bat mitzvahs. . . . And from that
time that we moved to Chester in ’86, I don’t think he [Sol] ever missed a High Holy Day.”
Carol too got involved with the congregation and the building project though she never
converted to Judaism.30
Sol LeWitt also attended the synagogue’s Wednesday morning minyans. In fact, he had a
close relationship with Rabbi Douglas Sagal (aka Rabbi Doug), who would pick up Sol in his
pick-up truck and drive him to the synagogue in Deep River. “He obviously got something out of
it,” observes Carol LeWitt, but I think what he got out of it was Yiddishkeit.”31 Over the years,
and because of his work on the new synagogue building, Sol LeWitt came to feel very connected
to the congregation. At one point, when tensions rose at CBSRZ, LeWitt wrote a heartfelt letter
to fellow members Michael and Jo-Ann Price, who had both been deeply involved with the
building project:
We have a widely diverse congregation encompassing a great many views of Judaism.
This kind of membership should not be allowed to splinter itself into parochial factions,
as important as the differences seem to be. We will soon have a new temple, which I
believe will be a beautiful structure. It would be, I hope, a symbol of the unity and
cohesion of our community. The new temple should shelter all the views of its members.
28

Carol LeWitt conversation, April 26, 2016.

29

Mink, Questionnaire sent to Sol LeWitt, 2.

30

Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016.

31

Ibid.
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. . . I am not the most active member of our congregation. I did not speak out at our
conversation on Sunday, but I believe passionately in our community, which I hope will
be strong enough to contain our differences.32
As mentioned earlier, LeWitt was not only concerned with the internal cohesion of the
congregation, but also with their external presentation to the world. The artist was interested in
the perception of the Jews within the larger community and wanted Congregation Beth Shalom’s
new building to have the simplicity and beauty that he associated with Congregational churches,
a building type that has deep New England roots. At the same time, he clearly wanted the new
synagogue to be an expression of Jewish culture in the heart of Puritan America.33
Sol LeWitt’s engagement with his Jewish identity is evidenced in his library. He owned
an eclectic group of around fifty books on Jewish subjects, ranging widely over art and culture,
ideas and religion, history and the Holocaust, contemporary issues, and synagogues. Around half
of these books were published in the 1990s (or LeWitt owned later editions published in that
decade), suggesting an uptick in LeWitt’s reading interest in Jewish matters during the decade
when he was a member of CBSRZ, was thinking about designing a new synagogue building, and
raising two young daughters in the Jewish faith.
In the realm of ideas, culture, and art, LeWitt owned Leo W. Schwarz’s Great Ages &
Ideas of the Jewish People (1956), Rabbi Joseph Telushkin’s two volumes, Jewish Literacy
(1991) and Jewish Wisdom (1994), Sharon R. Keller’s The Jews: A Treasury of Art and

32

Sol LeWitt to Michael and Joanne [sic] [Price], January 2, 2001, LeWitt Collection, “Beth Shalom” folder. The
tensions were related to a change in rabbis that occurred midway through the building project.
33

Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016. Carol LeWitt recalls that while the family was driving, Sol would often
insist that they stop to look at a Congregational church; it was typically the exterior, with clean volumes and straight
lines that interested him, rather than seeing the interior. Sol LeWitt particularly appreciated the First Congregational
Church of Old Lyme, which he and Carol visited to hear music programs. Carol LeWitt interview, November 3,
2017.
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Literature (1992), Ellen Frankel’s The Jewish Spirit: A Celebration in Stories and Art (1997),
and Leo Rosten’s The Joys of Yiddish (1968).34
Historical works included Jacob Katz’s From Prejudice to Destruction: Anti-Semitism
1700-1933 (1980), Martin Gilbert’s The Jews in the Twentieth Century: An Illustrated History
(2001), Elinor and Robert Slater’s Great Jewish Women (1994), Teddy Kollek and Moshe
Pearlman’s Jerusalem (1968), and Eva Hoffman’s Shtetl: The Life and Death of a Small Town
and the World of Polish Jews (1997). LeWitt seems to have had an interest in Italian Jews, which
makes sense given his close ties to Italy, where he and Carol lived in Spoleto from 1980 to 1986
and continued to spend summers.35 He had copies of Vivian B. Mann and Emily Braun’s
catalogue for The Jewish Museum’s Gardens and Ghettos: The Art of Jewish Life in Italy (1989)
as well as Alexander Stille’s Benevolence and Betrayal: Five Italian Jewish Families Under
Fascism (1992).
While LeWitt’s Jewish books were primarily secular in focus, he did own Philip Sidney
Bernstein’s What the Jews Believe (1950), Dr. Avram Davis and Manuela Dunn-Mascetti’s
Judaic Mysticism (1997), and Gates of Repentance: New Union Prayer Book for the Days of
Awe, which is the Reform liturgy for the High Holidays. LeWitt also owned facsimile editions of
two exquisitely illuminated Passover manuscripts: the Rylands Haggadah (Spain, mid-14th
century) and the Ashkenazi Haggadah (southern Germany, ca. 1460).
More than a dozen of Lewitt’s books relate to the Holocaust and include classic personal
accounts (Anne Frank’s The Diary of a Young Girl [1952] and Primo Levi’s Survival in
Auschwitz [1958]); histories (Martin Broszat’s The Hitler State [1969], Alexander Ramati’s
34

The publication dates given are generally for the first edition even though some of LeWitt’s books were later
hardcover or paperback editions.
35

Carol LeWitt interview, November 3, 2017.
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While the Pope Kept Silent [1978], Yisrael Gutman’s The Jews of Warsaw: 1939-1943 [1982],
and Yitzhak Arad’s Belzec, Sobibor, Treblinka: The Operation Reinhard Death Camps [1987]);
and compilations of documents (Lucy S. Davidowicz’s The Holocaust Reader [1976] and
Yitzhak Arad, Israel Gutman, and Abraham Margaliot’s Documents on the Holocaust: Selected
Sources on the Destruction of the Jews of Germany and Austria, Poland and the Soviet Union
[1981]). LeWitt also owned James E. Young’s exhibition catalogue for The Jewish Museum’s
The Art of Memory: Holocaust Memorial in History (1994), a volume that discussed the artist’s
Black Form: Memorial to the Missing Jews (1987; 1989).
LeWitt also had a few popular titles that addressed contemporary Jewish issues such as
Alan M. Dershowitz’s Chutzpah (1991) and Samuel G. Freedman’s Jew vs. Jew (2000). And
finally, LeWitt collected a half-dozen books on synagogue architecture, which will be discussed
in Chapter 2 in conjunction with the artist’s research when he was developing design ideas for
Congregation Beth Shalom’s new building. Ironically, LeWitt never owned a copy of Maria and
Kazimierz Piechotka’s Wooden Synagogues (1959), which would prove critical to his vision.
LeWitt’s Jewish identity also propelled him to make a small but important number of
artworks related to the Holocaust. These projects include Black Form: Memorial to the Missing
Jews, a controversial public structure installed for Skulptur Projekte Münster, Germany in 1987
(and reconstructed in Hamburg-Altona, Germany in 1989)36; Consequence (1993), a wall

36

For Black Form: Memorial to the Missing Jews, see James E. Young, “The Counter-Monument: Memory against
Itself in Germany Today,” Critical Inquiry 18, no. 2 (Winter, 1992), 267-8; Friedman, “Construction Sights,” 57;
and Matthew Baigell, Jewish-American Artists and the Holocaust (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press,
1997), 96. Sometimes the title of this piece is given as Black Form: Dedicated to the Missing Jews. Regarding this
work, LeWitt said: “This was the only political art I ever made, and the only thing political about it was the title, but
I thought I owed it to the Germans—and the Jews—to make one comment.” Sol LeWitt, quoted in Friedman,
“Construction Sights,” 57. At the time of Skulptur Projekte Münster, LeWitt wrote, “I should say more about what I
meant by my ‘Dedication to the Missing Jews’ not only the ones lost in the Holocaust who indeed are gone—but
mainly the fact that Münster (Germany, Europe) is missing their children and the next generation now. There would
be Jewish artists, students, shopkeepers, teachers, farmers, museum directors, factory workers[,] etc., etc., etc. in the
life of the community—and there are not. This is a sad omission and I thought should be noted. What is not there—
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drawing commissioned by the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C.;
and Lost Voices (2005), a site-specific intervention with a brick wall and a recording of the Rosh
Hashanah and Yom Kippur liturgies, in the Synagoge Stommeln in Pulheim, Germany.37 LeWitt
also made a work on a different kind of Jewish subject in Untitled (2002), a curved masonry wall
that “reconstructs” a Torah ark on the site of the ancient synagogue at Ostia Antica, Italy (fig.
1.1).38
LeWitt’s engagement with the ancient architecture at Ostia is a late example of an interest
that had actually been present from the beginning of his career. Indeed, architecture—planning
and realization—was formative in Sol LeWitt’s artistic practice and the approach that he would
develop towards making art. His notion that “the idea is the machine that makes the art,”39 and
that the work could be executed by others, has its roots in the mid-1950’s when LeWitt worked
as a graphic designer in the office of the architect I. M. Pei for a couple of years. The artist later
remarked that, “Working in an architectural office, meeting architects, knowing architects had a

missing—is not thought of, but people should be reminded now and then.” Letter from Sol LeWitt, Spoleto, August
22, 1987 to Ms. Yahia, [in Münster?], digital file of letter at the LeWitt Collection. Looking back in 2005, LeWitt
wrote: “I was invited to do work for an art show in Munster. I did a black piece made of concrete blocks which was
dedicated to the missing Jews. I thought it would give people something to think about. At first it did not have that
title but after I saw it, I thought the new title was appropriate. It was placed in a square before a Roccoco [sic] castle.
It was unpretty and stolid—something to memorialize the dead but cause the living to see something unpleasant.”
See Mink, Questionnaire sent to Sol LeWitt, 3.
37

For Consequence, see Mark Godfrey, Abstraction and the Holocaust (New Haven and London: Yale University
Press, 2007), 213, 216, and 226-30. For Lost Voices, see Adam D. Weinberg, “Notes on Lost Voices” and Peter
Friese, “Lost Voices,” in Sol LeWitt Lost Voices/Synagoge Stommeln 2005 (Pullheim, Germany: Stadt Pullheim,
2005), unpaginated.
38

Adachiara Zevi, “Historically Incorrect” Memory, exh. cat. Arte in Memoria, 2002, 49 and Arte in Memoria, “Sol
LeWitt, Senza titolo, 2002,” accessed June 4, 2017, http://www.arteinmemoria.it/opere/Lewitt_t.htm. The LeWitt
Collection has slides, most likely taken by Sol LeWitt, of the ruins of the Ostia Antica Synagogue, including the
remains of a curved ark where the Torah scrolls were stored. Email from John Lavertu, LeWitt Collection to the
author, June 8, 2017. Many thanks to Janet Passehl, curator of the LeWitt Collection for locating these slides. The
ancient curved ark was the inspiration for LeWitt’s structure.
39

Sol LeWitt, “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art,” Artforum 5 no. 10 (June 1967): 79-83; reprinted in Sol LeWitt
Retrospective, 369.
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big effect. An architect doesn’t go off with a shovel and dig his foundation and lay every brick.
He’s still an artist.”40 LeWitt elaborated:
I wasn’t doing architecture, but I was involved with the procedure in terms of the
architect being the conceiver of the work and the actual work being done in the field.
This was quite different from the traditional thinking of making art. It opened up a whole
new idea of how art could be made and it wasn’t until later in the 1960s that I became
reinvolved in that kind of thinking, but it was exemplary at the time.41
In the 1960s, LeWitt began to make his serial cube-based works. The fact that he insisted
on calling them “structures” rather than sculptures is telling. As LeWitt said, “I have always
called my three-dimensional work ‘structures,’ because my thinking derives from the history of
architecture rather than that of sculpture. I feel closer to Boullée than Canova.”42 Some viewers
and critics read architectural and urban references into these works—towers, ziggurats, and
walls. LeWitt demurred, but nonetheless acknowledged his fascination with buildings: “I
suppose I think about architecture more than I do about sculpture. In fact, I probably think of it
as a form of sculpture.”43 Martin Friedman has divined myriad architectural allusions in LeWitt’s
structures “that range from Old Kingdom Egyptian mastabas, Indian stupas, and the temples of
Angkor Wat, to early Romanesque churches and Brunelleschi’s great dome for the Cathedral of
Santa Maria del Fiore in Florence.”44

40

Sol LeWitt in Andrea Miller-Keller, “Excerpts from a Correspondence, 1981–1983,” quoted in Gary Garrels, “Sol
LeWitt: An Introduction,” in Sol LeWitt: A Retrospective, 25-26. For Sol LeWitt’s recollections of his time working
for I. M. Pei, see Oral history interview with Sol LeWitt, conducted by Paul Cummings, July 15, 1974, Archives of
American Art.
41

Sol LeWitt, “Interview by Gary Garrels,” September 2000; reprinted from New Art Examiner 28, no. 4 (December
2000-January 2001): 13-15, in Sol LeWitt, exh. cat. (Metz: Centre Pompidou-Metz, 2012), 268.
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Ostrow, “Sol LeWitt.”

43

Friedman, “Construction Sights,” 54.
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Ibid., 54. Sol LeWitt had images of these structures, as well as others, pinned up in his studio.
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As much as LeWitt looked at historic forms, he was also taken with the architecture
surrounding him in New York, both towering skyscrapers as well as non-descript postwar office
buildings.45 In 1966, the artist even published an article titled “Ziggurats,” which opined about
the virtues of buildings with setbacks (“wedding cakes”), whose forms were an outgrowth of the
New York Zoning Code of 1916.46 Given his preference for systems, it’s not surprising that
LeWitt appreciated the architects’ “originality of design” in response to the rigid dictates of the
law. “With ‘Ziggurats,’ LeWitt established a parallel between the New York zoning codes and
his conceptual practice,” observed Kirsten Swenson. She continued:
His ‘Paragraphs on Conceptual Art,’ published six months later, rephrased key ideas from
“Ziggurats” to describe art-making directly. Recalling the benefits he ascribed to the
zoning codes, LeWitt promoted the systematic exploration of an idea, or concept, by the
artist in order that “arbitrary or chance decisions would be kept to a minimum, while
caprice, taste and other whimsies would be eliminated from the making of the art.”47
Architecture also came to be a central factor in the wall drawings that LeWitt started to
make in the late 1960s. When the earliest ones were installed, their scale was adjusted, but
otherwise there was no particular relationship to their site. But within a couple of years, LeWitt
shifted towards engaging with the architecture. Wall Drawing #51: All architectural points
connected by straight lines, first installed in Turin in 1970, was a pivotal moment. The corners of
the walls as well as the corners of the light switch plates, elevators, doorframes, and other
features were all connected with blue chalk snap-lines (fig. 1.2).48 Anthony Sansotta, an artist
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who installed LeWitt’s wall drawings sees this as an “important drawing in terms of how it
revealed to Sol the possibilities that existed within a wall.”49 After the breakthrough of Drawing
#51, Brenda Richardson has observed that LeWitt’s “wall-works came to inhabit rather than just
visit their sites.”50 As he developed this practice, not only were LeWitt’s wall drawings impacted
by their architectural settings; they also changed the viewer’s perception of the architectural
spaces in which the drawings were installed. Furthermore, as the artist himself retrospectively
observed, “As soon as one does work on walls, the idea of using the whole wall follows. It
means that the art is intimately involved with the architecture.”51
In his text, “Wall Drawings” (1978), LeWitt neatly captured the role of architecture in
these works:
The physical properties of the wall: height, length, color, material, and architectural
conditions and intrusions, are a necessary part of the wall drawings.
Different kinds of walls make for different kinds of drawings. . . .
The handicap in using walls is that the artist is at the mercy of the architect. . . .
Either the entire wall or a portion is used, but the dimensions of the wall and its surface
have a considerable effect on the outcome.52
While working on his synagogue designs, LeWitt had the opportunity to work on a
project that went well beyond an individual wall and involved reimagining the exterior of an
entire building. In 1997, the artist was invited to restore a small chapel (built 1913-14) in the
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vineyards of the Ceretto family in the Piedmont region of Italy.53 LeWitt ended up covering all
four sides of the building with wall drawings, while responding to—and incorporating—existing
architectural elements (fig. 1.3). Working within the existing brick relief framework, the artist
applied solid expanses of bold color on the front façade, while he created looser, wavy forms on
the side elevations, and a vertical design for the conical half-rounded structure at the rear. Even
the entablature, cornice, and parapet were incorporated into the total makeover. The result is a
vibrant, colorful building that is in striking contrast to the rustic landscape. It is intriguing to
think that at the same time that LeWitt was working on the synagogue at home, he was engaged
with another religious building abroad. Yet LeWitt observed, “I didn’t see it as a church or a
chapel, not even as a building, but as a thing to be used to make a work of art.”54
In the late 1980s and 1990s, LeWitt made a series of structures built with concrete blocks
that overtly resembled architectural forms. These public artworks affected the forms of towers,
pyramids, and columns and were titled accordingly, e.g., Pyramid (Münster), 1987 (fig. 1.4); SixSided Tower, 1993; and Column Structure (16 columns), 1995. LeWitt continued to make these
types of structures during the years that he was working on his designs for Congregation Beth
Shalom Rodfe Zedek’s new synagogue building. And following its completion, in the early
2000s, LeWitt made a series of models for structures based on multiple domes (fig. 1.5).55
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LeWitt’s career-long interest in architecture, as well as the experience gained in his
practice of making wall drawings, certainly prepared him well for tackling the design of an entire
building. Astutely aware of architectural structures and space, the Synagogue Project was an
opportunity for the artist to extend his concepts of planar geometry and form into three
dimensions. At the same time, LeWitt could bring in his sensitivity to historical buildings and
think about their relevance to a contemporary synagogue and its needs—both ritual and
communal—at the end of the twentieth century.
The critical background contexts discussed here—family, Jewish culture, and
architecture—are all nicely evoked in the artist’s seminal book, Autobiography, published in
1980. For this comprehensive compendium of LeWitt’s live/work loft at 117 Hester Street, the
artist methodically photographed the space and his belongings. He presented more than a
thousand images in regular grids of nine square photos per page (though they seem designed as
eighteen-image spreads). LeWitt photographed “everything,” recollects Carol LeWitt, “because I
remember coming home one day, and he looked at me, and he said, ‘The lights—I forgot to do
the light switches.’” The opening spreads show a detailed interest in the architecture—the wood
floors; windows, window grates, and window shades; pipes going through holes in walls; light
sockets, outlets, and the light switches that Carol mentioned. There are also photographs of
shelves with LeWitt’s many architecture books, ranging from the Gothic cathedral to the
Renaissance, Frank Lloyd Wright to Mies van der Rohe.
Bits of telltale Jewishness are also in evidence in a few of the photos: in the kitchen
cabinet, a box of Wolff’s Kasha sits between a box of Aunt Jemima’s buckwheat pancake and
waffle mix and a bag of flour; and LeWitt’s bookshelves also feature Gerard R. Wolfe’s The
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Synagogues of New York’s Lower East Side (right next to a book on Borromini), a book on
Jerusalem, and Brecht’s The Jewish Wife and Other Short Plays.
LeWitt’s family also makes an appearance in Autobiography, in a page towards the back
of the volume (though notably, this page is also the front cover image, fig. 1.6). One grid of nine
images, includes youthful photos of his mother and others of her in middle age and later; a shield
with a caduceus hanging on a nail on the wall (presumably from his father); a pair of framed
portraits of each of his parents; and three other mementos from his father: a sign that reads, “Dr.
A. LeWitt,” a mug that reads “A. LeWitt” filled with pencils, and another sign that reads,
“Doctor A. LeWitt Walk In.” There are also photos of hand-stitched Russian needleworks, made
by Sol LeWitt’s beloved aunt Luba that he kept throughout the loft.56 Adam D. Weinberg has
observed that “In the final chapter. . . . depictions of LeWitt’s earliest figure drawings from the
late 1950s and early 1960s, and images of and related to his parents, suggest a cyclical rhythm, a
return to the origins of birth, family, and work.”57
In one of the final spreads, there’s a photo of a mezuzah in the form of a lion of Judah
grasping a scroll. “There probably was a mezuzah on that door,” recalls Carol LeWitt. “I’m not
sure that he [Sol] actually would have put it up. It might have been on the door from the time it
was a factory.”58 The mezuzah appears on the same page as a tiger mask and a figurine of a
bovine with a calf (fig. 1.7). So perhaps the theme of wildlife was more on LeWitt’s mind than
Judaism. Or maybe, following Weinberg’s line of interpretation, the mezuzah towards the end of
Autobiography places Judaism at the root of the artist’s origins.
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In the same essay, Weinberg noted that among LeWitt’s photography-based artist’s
books, Autobiography “is singular in its demonstration that LeWitt’s abstract, geometric forms
are inextricable from the experience of his life and culture.”59 Certainly this feels true of the
forms that LeWitt envisioned for Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek.
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Chapter 2.

Buildings and Books: LeWitt’s Study of Synagogues

I suppose I think about architecture more than I do about sculpture. In fact, I probably
think of it as a form of sculpture.1
—Sol LeWitt, 1999
In April 1996, LeWitt expressed an interest in getting involved in the design of a new
building for his own synagogue, Congregation Beth Shalom.2 As he turned his attention to the
project, with the understanding that he would be involved, he undertook quite a bit of focused
looking and research. LeWitt made field trips, looked at synagogues (and other religious
buildings) wherever he traveled, studied both contemporary and ancient models, and read widely
on the subject. The artist’s elder daughter, Sofia LeWitt recalls that her father loved looking at
religious architecture and art, “particularly art that was architecturally integrated.”3 All of
LeWitt’s viewing—both on site and between book covers—gave him a base of knowledge on
historic as well as contemporary synagogues, which would eventually inform his vision for a
new synagogue and filter into the many drawings and designs that he produced.
From mid-June to early July 1996, following their daughter Sofia’s bat mitzvah, the
LeWitts took a family trip to Eastern Europe. “We went to Bulgaria, Romania, Hungary, and
Czechoslovakia,” recalls Carol LeWitt. “All we did was look at synagogues. You know, so he
[Sol] was trying to sort of understand, and he started on a kick where he would kind of go and
look at important synagogues.”4 In eastern Europe, the LeWitts visited large cities so they would
have seen impressive urban synagogues in Sofia, Budapest, and Prague rather than the wooden
1
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synagogues (almost all of which were destroyed during World War II) that ultimately proved so
important to LeWitt’s vision for CBSRZ.5
But LeWitt also directed his research towards more recent examples that were closer to
home. Among the synagogues that were of the greatest interest to LeWitt were those that had
been designed by Louis I. Kahn, an architect whose buildings the artist had long admired.6 It is
easy to see how Kahn’s unadorned geometric forms and mastery of space and light would have
appealed to LeWitt’s sensibility as he was developing ideas for his own synagogue. As it
happened, in the fall of 1996, LeWitt visited the exhibition, Louis I. Kahn: Synagogue Projects
at The Jewish Museum in New York.7 The show presented four of Kahn’s designs: Adath
Jeshurun, in Elkins Park, Pennsylvania (1954-55); Mikveh Israel, Philadelphia (1961-1972);
Temple Beth El, Chappaqua, New York (1966-72); and the Hurva synagogue, Jerusalem (19671974). Of the four projects, only the most modest—Temple Beth El—was actually built.8
The Kahn exhibition was a powerful experience for LeWitt and was critically well
received. “In the synagogue drawings we see ideas bursting through, literally being formed on
tracing paper,” wrote the critic Paul Goldberger. “Few of them are finished and whole, and yet . .
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. . the synagogue drawings are about the making of an architectural idea and about grappling
with space and structure to communicate a sense of the profound.”9 The Jewish Museum
presentation vividly brought the synagogues to life. “The Kahn exhibit was an eye opener. It was
the first time that we saw digital 3D imaging,” recalls Carol LeWitt. “I remember literally sitting
in those galleries with him [Sol], and we didn’t even really understand what it was that we were
looking at, but we were mesmerized, just absolutely mesmerized.”10
At some later point, in 1997-98, as LeWitt continued to work on his own ideas for
synagogue designs, he and Carol actually visited Kahn’s Temple Beth El in Chappaqua.11 This
redwood-clad building is a modest two-story structure that is situated between two hills in what
was originally the “Greeley Grove” (fig. 2.1). Octagonal in form, it has a social hall, classrooms,
and kitchen on the ground floor and a central sanctuary abutted by perimetric classrooms and
offices on the main floor (fig. 2.2). Four concrete columns define the central seating area of the
sanctuary. They are spanned by four massive redwood beams that are surmounted by a 50-foothigh cubic cupola with double rows of three windows on each side (for a total of 24 windows,
fig. 2.3). The walls of the sanctuary and ceiling of the hipped cupola are sheathed in a warm,
resonant redwood. The ark, designed by Kahn was on the eastern wall and the bimah extended
outward towards the center of the space; he also conceived the furnishings as well as the
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suspended lighting.12 While Kahn philosophically believed in the architectural separation of
spiritual and secular spaces, at Temple Beth El he compromised such that the walls of the
classrooms adjoining the sanctuary could be folded back to accommodate additional seating for
the High Holidays.13
In his design for Temple Beth El, Kahn appears to have drawn on the example of Polish
wooden synagogues. Like many other structures in Poland, these Jewish religious buildings used
wood because it was plentiful, economical, and handled easily.14 Kahn’s knowledge of the
wooden synagogues was gleaned from discussions with the rabbi, Murray Saltzman, and from
Maria and Kazimierz Piechotkas’ book Wooden Synagogues (1959), an important volume about
a distinctive Jewish building type from the seventeenth through the early nineteenth centuries,
virtually all of which were destroyed by the Nazis during WWII (fig. 2.4). Kahn is reported to
have loved this book and frequently brought it to committee meetings at Temple Beth El.15 Sol
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LeWitt already knew of the Piechotkas’ volume but he did not own a copy.16 As Carol LeWitt
recalled:
I remember he [Sol] wanted to go to look at one of the Kahn synagogues that was
designed in Chappaqua. And he knew of a very important publication that documented
these eastern European shuls, most of which were burned. And when he walked into the
congregation in Chappaqua to look at the building, they had the book that had been long
out of print. And he walked out of the congregation with it under his arm. Didn’t ask for
permission, just borrowed it. And about a year later, he said to me, “Could you drive me
back to Chappaqua? I need to return the book.”17
In the mid-1980s, Temple Beth El added a shelf to the lobby wall on the exterior of the
sanctuary, where they display books about Louis I. Kahn’s buildings, a scrapbook of Kahnrelated clippings, a copy of the Piechotkas’ book, and an early model of the synagogue (different
from the final design). Above the shelf hangs a large framed photograph of one of the most
striking destroyed Polish synagogues—Janów Sokólski (fig. 2.4)—with an accompanying text in
metal letters that states: “Our Temple was designed as a modern memorial to the wooden
synagogues destroyed in the Holocaust. The people Israel lives,” as well as a Hebrew translation
of the last sentence, “Am Israel Chai.” Susan G. Solomon has argued that this interpretation was
promoted by Rabbi Chaim Stern (who had succeeded Rabbi Saltzman), perhaps because many
congregants found the building cold and too abstract. Solomon is emphatic that Kahn’s allusion
to Polish synagogues “was never conceived as a Holocaust memorial” and that there is no
documentation to support such an intent on Kahn’s part.18 Nor did the architect mention Polish
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wooden synagogues or Holocaust commemoration in his remarks at the dedication of Temple
Beth El in 1972. But nonetheless, Gavriel D. Rosenfeld suggests that “even if the Nazi genocide
hovered around the margins of the synagogue, its presence was nonetheless significant.”19 Either
way, it’s notable that this is the context in which Temple Beth El was presented to its members—
as well as Sol and Carol LeWitt—when they visited in the late 1990s.20
While Temple Beth El is generally considered a modest, less than successful work in
Kahn’s oeuvre, it nonetheless served as an important precedent for Sol LeWitt (and by extension
Stephen L. Lloyd).21 Indeed, one could argue that a number of key elements in the design of
Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, in particular the sanctuary, are related to Kahn’s
design—the scale, the simplicity, and the warm wood.22 It certainly seems as if LeWitt would
have appreciated Kahn’s bold, geometric forms (tight with clipped eaves, as LeWitt would insist
on at CBSRZ) as well as the geometry of the combination of hipped and gabled roofs on Kahn’s
octagonal base.
LeWitt’s use of the octagon for CBSRZ’s sanctuary also feels indebted to Temple Beth
El. While he was certainly inspired by the octagonal domes of the Polish wooden synagogues,
those buildings did not have octagonal floor plans at ground level. Kahn’s innovation was taking
the inspiration of the octagonal domes and externalizing them as the exterior form of the
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synagogue itself. Temple Beth El’s octagonal base surmounted by a cubic cupola may also
inform the way in which the truss work of CBSRZ’s octagonal sanctuary segues to a hexagon at
the clerestory level and ultimately a square at the skylight. Kahn’s introduction of so much sky
and light into the sanctuary through the windows in the cupola may also have been an inspiration
for the clerestory windows and skylights in CBSRZ; and the latter similarly produce dramatic
and constantly changing shards of light on the walls. Finally, it would have been interesting for
LeWitt to see how Kahn addressed the classic synagogue problem of how to have an intimate
space for weekly use while being able to accommodate an overflow crowd during the High
Holidays.
As noted above, LeWitt temporarily “borrowed” a copy of Maria and Kazimierz
Piechotkas’ Wooden Synagogues, but he was unable to buy a copy despite his best efforts.23 In
addition to the clear influence of Kahn, this volume was critical to the development of LeWitt’s
synagogue ideas.24 Initially published in Polish in 1957, an English version was issued in 1959.25
This volume provides a history of Jews and synagogues in Poland, with a particular focus on
wooden structures from the seventeenth through early nineteenth centuries. These synagogues
fall into two types of layouts: In central and southern Poland, axial rectangular plans had a
square prayer hall for men, a women’s chamber above, and a vestibule in a single building under
one roof; in northern Poland, Belorussia, and Lithuania, central square plans had a tall prayer hall
23
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for men surrounded, on three sides, by the vestibule, women’s annexes, and community offices
(fig. 2.5). The wooden synagogues are characterized by distinctive, multi-tiered hip roofs, ornate
interiors with painted decoration and carved woodwork, central bimahs, and octagonal domes
and cupolas (figs. 2.6-2.7).26 The domes were generally suspended from complex truss work (as
seen in many of the drawings and photos in the Piechotkas’ book, figs. 2.5 and 2.8), although
several domes were supported by pillars.27 Notably, the exteriors of the wooden synagogues give
little sense of the splendor and verticality of their interior spaces. And the black and white
photographs in the Piechotkas’ book can only begin to suggest what the polychromy would have
looked like in color.
One wooden synagogue in particular was considered to be among the finest examples of
this building type. “Special attention should be given to the synagogue in Wołpa,” wrote the
Piechotkas. “The simplicity of its plan, the beautifully balanced proportions of the various parts
of its structure, the fine workmanship of details—all bespeak a homogenous concept, bearing
witness to the high ability of its creator and the great skill of its builders.”28 Given that we know
that Sol LeWitt and Steve Lloyd found this building especially compelling and studied it as they
developed a design for Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, it is worth describing the
Wołpa synagogue in some detail.29
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Wołpa had a dramatic profile with two slightly flared hip roofs surmounted by a flared
gable roof. The square men’s prayer hall rose above a one-story vestibule on the west, two-story
corner pavilions with exterior galleries, and one-story, shed-roofed women’s prayer rooms on the
north and south (figs. 2.9). The prayer hall had a square plan with four tall pillars that supported
a three-tiered, octagonal, wooden vault (fig. 2.10). Pendentives provided the transition from the
square plan at ground level to the octagonal cupola. At the base of each tier a balustrade
encircled the vault; at each level the height of the balustrade and the width of the openwork
boards diminished, effectively creating the illusion of greater height (fig. 2.11). Notably, “the
roof frame and vaulting formed a structural whole.”30 The polygonal bimah was situated between
the four pillars and the extremely ornate Torah ark was on the eastern wall (fig. 2.12).
The work of documenting the Polish wooden synagogues was conducted in the 1920s and
1930s, under the direction of Oskar Sosnowski, who founded the Institute of Polish Architecture
at the Polytechnic of Warsaw in 1923 and the art historian and photographer Szymon Zajczyk,
who worked with architects and architectural students from the Institute. The project involved
both Polish and Jewish scholars and was part of a larger effort to document Polish heritage
during the interwar years. But the work was tragically halted by WWII, when the Nazis
destroyed the synagogues and much of the documentation, and murdered Sosnowski and
Zajczyk. Following the war, the Institute of Polish Architecture was able to salvage a portion of
the prewar material that had not been destroyed and the architects Maria and Kazimierz
Piechotka took on the task of publishing these records of this singular historical Jewish building
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type.31 The book features sections on each synagogue with line drawings of floor plans and
elevations as well as Zajczyk’s photographs.
Significantly, the introduction to the English edition positioned Polish wooden
synagogues in relation to the Holocaust: “This book commemorates martyred buildings,” wrote
Jewish Museum curator, Dr. Stephen S. Kayser in his introduction. “Now that practically all of
them have fallen to the destructive madness of the Nazi horde, they deserve to be remembered
like the six million human beings who perished with them in unspeakable agony, and who to a
considerable extent were a part of them.” Observing that in these wooden synagogues “a perfect
union had been achieved between the native style of architecture and the special needs of a
Jewish place of worship,” Kayser proclaimed that these structures were “a truly original and
organic manifestation of artistic expression, — the only real Jewish folk art in history.”32
The elevations, cross-sections, and perspective drawings of Polish wooden synagogues in
Wooden Buildings would certainly have appealed to LeWitt (figs. 2.5, 2.11, and 2.13). They have
an allover delineation of entire wall surfaces as well as features such as pendentives, coves, and
cupolas that is reminiscent of LeWitt’s own wall drawings. Indeed, Samuel D. Gruber has
observed that LeWitt’s “minimal, linear geometric style was perfectly suited to adapt the
Piechotka’s [sic] line drawings of wooden synagogue framing into a new—and more overtly
symbolic—form.”33 Interestingly, the copy of Wooden Buildings at Temple Beth El in
Chappaqua was probably not LeWitt’s first exposure to the Piechotkas’ drawings: While
Congregation Beth Shalom’s first architect, Abraham (Abe) Rothenberg was working on a
31
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Samuel D. Gruber, “Polish Influence on American Synagogue Architecture,” Religion, Paper 34, 2010, 153,
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design for the congregation (1996-97), he mailed LeWitt a photocopy of a page from the
Piechotkas’ book that shows a cross-section and plan of the wooden synagogue in Gwoździec
(fig. 2.13). According to Rothenberg’s note, he thought that Sol would be interested in the plan
(a square prayer hall with an octagonal ceiling).34 LeWitt would also probably have seen
individual drawings from Wooden Buildings in his copy of Krinsky’s Synagogues of Europe.35
Clearly, there was an affinity between the modular geometries of the wooden synagogues—
especially when reduced to two-dimensional line drawings—and LeWitt’s wall drawings.
The Piechotkas’ book had an important impact on the design of synagogue architecture in
the United States.36 Sol LeWitt would have learned of this trend in an article on American
wooden synagogues that a fellow CBSRZ member sent him, most likely around the time of its
publication in October 1996.37 In “Sanctity in the Woodwork,” Evelyn L. Greenberg described
the influence of the Piechotkas’ book on wooden synagogues in the United States. Not only the
photographs, but the detailed measured drawings attracted architects who “discovered a
meaningful plan, high craftsmanship and a wealth of detail—an ideal expression of the Jewish
religious experience.”38 Greenberg discussed Davis, Brody and Wisniewski’s Congregation Sons
34
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of Israel in Lakewood, New Jersey (1963); Louis I. Kahn’s Temple Beth El (1972) in
Chappaqua; Samuel Noily’s synagogue at Camp Swig in Saratoga, California; Michael Landau’s
Temple Beth Or in Raleigh, North Carolina (1978); Norman Jaffe’s Gates of the Grove
Synagogue in East Hampton, New York (1989); Jeremy Mayberg’s Beth Jacob Congregation,
Mendonta, Minnesota (suburban St. Paul) (1988); and M. Louis Goodman’s Temple Israel in
Greenfield, Massachusetts (1991). In looking at this phenomenon, Greenberg observed:
Many congregations feel a tie to their grandparents’ alte heim [old home] and want to
memorialize the lost world of the shtetl. But the new American shuls are not replicas of
those in Gwozdziec or Shuchowola. Although they contain many references to
antecedents in Eastern Europe, they are unique, post-Modern [sic] buildings in which the
style of architecture meets contemporary needs.39
Samuel D. Gruber characterized the impact of the Piechotkas’ book on American
synagogue architecture as a veritable movement, “which was conceived by architects and their
congregational patrons as one part memorial and another part revival.”40 Gavriel Rosenfeld
argued further that these American synagogues represent both “a growing willingness to
acknowledge the Holocaust’s legacy” and “a commitment to rescue a rich cultural legacy from
oblivion.”41 Though Rosenfeld notes that while the architects acknowledged the Polish
synagogue influence, he found little evidence that they specifically intended to commemorate the
Holocaust in their buildings.42
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Both scholars included Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek in their discussions.43
Indeed, Rosenfeld proposed that CBSRZ is the exception that proves his argument, noting that
while it was “unclear whether LeWitt specifically intended to commemorate the Holocaust,” the
fact that the artist had made Holocaust-related artworks makes it “highly likely” that his
synagogue design was, at least in part, “an act of commemoration.”44 In my own research for this
study, I have found no indications that this was LeWitt’s intent and I believe that the artist turned
towards Polish wooden synagogues as an expression, perhaps even a commemoration, of
Yiddishkeit.45 Though of course, this building typology is colored by the loss and destruction of
Jewish culture in eastern Europe.
Interestingly, the modernist architect Richard Meier, who curated a landmark exhibition
on Recent American Synagogue Architecture at The Jewish Museum in 1963 argued that “It is
not necessary to point out that a wooden synagogue built in New York today in an Eastern
European Style, similar to the marvelous Polish buildings of the 17th and early 18th centuries, like
those at Wolpa, Grodno and Zabludów, would be wholly inappropriate to the place, the cultural
environment; and the available funds and technical resources.”46 While this was part of Meier’s
argument against the use of historical architectural forms, he still included Polish-influenced
buildings such as Davis, Brody, and Wisniewski’s Sons of Israel Synagogue (Lakewood, New
Jersey) and Oppenheimer, Brady, and Lehrecke’s Temple Shalom (Norwalk, Connecticut) in the
43
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Carol LeWitt emphatically states that she does not think that Sol’s intent at CBSRZ was Holocaust
commemoration. While they certainly discussed the subject in relation to the artist’s Holocaust-related artworks and
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exhibition.47 And in an intriguing move a few years later, in 1970 Meier gave a copy of the
Piechotkas’ Wooden Synagogues book to his friend Frank Stella who was inspired to make his
Polish Village series of paintings in the early 1970s.48
Aside from Louis Kahn’s Temple Beth El, Sol and Carol LeWitt visited at least one other
synagogue inspired by Polish wooden synagogues—M. Louis Goodman’s Temple Israel (1991),
located in Greenfield, Massachusetts (fig. 2.14).49 Goodman learned about the Polish buildings
while he worked for Kahn in the 1960s and read the Piechotkas’ book.50 “This is a contemporary
building,” said Goodman of Temple Israel. “It recalls and extends the characteristic forms of
Eastern Europe and synthesizes them with modern concepts.”51 In its use of flush wooden siding,
this modest hip-roofed synagogue echoes the use of clapboard in vernacular New England
buildings. And the simple, but powerful sanctuary features a prominent wooden barrel vault (fig.
2.15) that is rooted in both the American synagogue tradition, e.g., Charleston’s Beth Elohim
(1840), as well as Polish wooden antecedents.52 Goodman’s design was the focus of an
exhibition at The Jewish Museum in New York in the latter half of 1995. While it is unknown
whether LeWitt ever saw this show, A New England Wooden Synagogue: Building Temple
Israel, Greenfield, MA, we do know that he and his wife Carol journeyed up to Greenfield to see
47
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50

Rosenfeld, Building After Auschwitz, 320. Susan G. Solomon says that Kahn had given Goodman a copy of the
Piechotkas' book. See Solomon, “Secular and Spiritual Humanism,” 318, n. 42.

51

Greenberg, “Sanctity in the Woodwork,” 31-32.

52

Samuel D. Gruber, American Synagogues: A Century of Architecture and Jewish Community (New York: Rizzoli,
2003), 206.

44

the synagogue in person. In a short New York Times piece about the exhibition, Goodman said
that Temple Israel “was a secular building in which sacred acts take place.”53 This sounds like a
sentiment that would have resonated with LeWitt.
Sol LeWitt and other members of Congregation Beth Shalom also visited the Yiddish
Book Center in Amherst, Massachusetts, as soon as it opened in June 1997. “That was a really
important visit,” recalled Carol LeWitt. “That was a building that he loved. I think that the
influence of that building was making his thinking more practical.”54 Sol would have made this
visit after he had already developed several ideas and models for CBSRZ (that will be discussed
at length in chapter 3), but before he began working with the architect Stephen L. Lloyd. The
Yiddish Book Center was the brainchild of Aaron Lansky, who beginning in the early 1980s had
rescued more than a million Yiddish volumes and founded an institution to preserve them.
Lansky envisioned a new home “with a sense of historical memory,” located on the site of a
former apple orchard on the Hampshire College campus. 55
The architect Allen Moore conducted research on Jewish buildings in eastern Europe and
was inspired, particularly by the rooflines of the wooden synagogues (Wołpa in particular), to
design a structure for the Yiddish Book Center that clearly evokes a shtetl (fig. 2.16).56 On the
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Zeder, “Book Center Turns New Page,” Forward, August 7, 2007, accessed October 30, 2017,
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exterior it looks like a grouping of wooden buildings with stepped hip roofs, wide eaves, and red
cedar plank siding. But when one enters, the interior is actually a single, unified space. A number
of features are of particular note for their relevance to the design of CBSRZ: The central hipped
pavilion culminates in a square lantern with skylight (fig. 2.17); in the main hall with shelves of
books, the posts, beams, and overhead truss work are all exposed wood; and the hexagonal
orientation space with clerestory windows is surmounted by exposed beams that form a Star of
David. Lansky has dubbed the style “heymish modern” (homey modern).57
The Yiddish Book Center is the foremost example of the influence of Polish wooden
synagogues on secular buildings. Moore’s intent was to recall the shtetls of eastern Europe
without doing it “in a Disney-like way.”58 And the rustic structure, with its shingle roofs and
wood siding seems to fit in well in its rural New England setting. But ultimately, as a mise-enscene, the Yiddish Book Center is a much more literal evocation of Jewish eastern European
buildings than any of the American synagogues inspired by Polish wooden prototypes. Indeed, as
a point of reference, a model of the Wołpa synagogue is displayed in a case on the ground floor
of the center.
Carol LeWitt also recalls that Sol was keenly interested in synagogues where artists had
been commissioned to make artworks or Judaica. In particular, he studied (though never visited)
Temple B’nai Israel in Millburn, New Jersey59, an important structure designed by Percival
Goodman that was one of the first postwar synagogues to incorporate contemporary art. Adolph
Gottlieb designed the Torah ark curtain that depicted Jewish symbols, such as the tablets of the
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law and the menorah; Robert Motherwell’s mural-size painting featured the Twelve Tribes of
Israel, the ark, the Diaspora, and Jacob’s ladder; and Herbert Ferber created a 12-foot tall
sculpture of the Burning Bush for the exterior.60
Sol LeWitt not only studied postwar and contemporary synagogues. He also looked
towards ancient Jewish sources, and the artist studied the Tabernacle (Mishkan) that God
instructed Moses to build in Exodus:
And let them make Me a sanctuary, that I may dwell among them. According to all that I
show thee, the pattern of the tabernacle, and the pattern of all the furniture thereof, even
so shall ye make it. And they shall make an ark of acacia-wood: two cubits and a half
shall be the length thereof, and a cubit and a half the breadth thereof, and a cubit and a
half the height thereof . . . (Exodus 25:1-10).
As Robin Cembalest has observed, these directives “echo the precise instructions he [Sol] gave
for his own works.”61 One can only imagine the relevance that LeWitt may have seen in this
biblical description of the portable sanctuary that the Israelites were instructed to build for
worship and sacrifice in the desert. But in studying these passages on the tabernacle, LeWitt was
going back to the urtext that describes the very first Jewish house of worship. During the early
phases of the synagogue’s building project, Rabbi Douglas Sagal not infrequently spoke about
the biblical Tabernacle, mining relevant interpretations and inspiration for the congregation.62
As mentioned earlier, Sol LeWitt owned a vast number of architecture books as well as a
concentrated group of volumes on Jewish subjects, synagogues, and the Holocaust. Hundreds of
60
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wide-ranging architecture books have pride of place in a large glazed cabinet in the foyer of the
LeWitt residence in Chester, Connecticut. In addition, the LeWitt Collection, also located in
Chester, has an extensive selection of art books owned by the artist, including an architecture
section with several volumes that would have been relevant to the CBSRZ project.
LeWitt’s architectural interests were omnivorous, covering all of the major western
styles, with strong concentrations in Italian Renaissance and Baroque architects as well as books
on Islamic, Byzantine, and Japanese architecture; New York buildings; and individual twentieth
century modern and contemporary architects (and movements.) The collection is idiosyncratic
and includes highly specialized volumes such as Rural Architecture in Hong Kong (1979) and
the photographer Robert Hickman Adams’ White Churches of the Plains: Examples from
Colorado (1970). Of particular relevance to LeWitt’s project for CBSRZ, the artist owned the
catalogue from the 1991 exhibition Louis I. Kahn: In the Realm of Architecture (1970). All of
Kahn’s synagogue designs received brief mentions and images, though Mikveh Israel was the
only project that was dealt with at any length.63 LeWitt also owned books on medieval
Norwegian stave churches, another wooden building type characterized by high multi-tiered
roofs and post and lintel construction that particularly intrigued him.64
The books on synagogues in LeWitt’s home, shelved in the Jewish section, include: Carol
Herselle Krinsky’s Synagogues of Europe: Architecture, History, Meaning (1996 paperback
edition); Samuel Gruber’s Synagogues (1999); H. A. Meek, The Synagogue (1994); The
Synagogues of New York’s Lower East Side (1977); and the photographer Neil Folberg’s And I
63
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Shall Dwell Among Them: Historic Synagogues of the World (1995). Of particular note is
Krinsky’s book: Tucked into the section on “Wooden Synagogues,” between pages 54 and 55, is
a small sheet with two sketches that LeWitt must have made while studying this volume (figs.
2.18-2.19).65 The artist is sketching out what appear to be two versions of the main portion of a
tiered synagogue. The distillation of structures into planar geometric forms is reminiscent of
LeWitt’s approach in his wall drawings, such as Wall Drawing #601: Forms Derived from the
Cube (1989, fig. 2.20). Based on their similarity to another LeWitt synagogue drawing, these
sketches likely date to around March 1997.66 The principal wooden synagogue that Krinsky
focuses on in her book is the one in Wołpa (figs. 2.9-2.12 and 2.21). As noted earlier, Sol LeWitt
and Steve Lloyd focused on this particular synagogue and Krinsky’s book was quite likely both
the artist’s and the architect’s introduction to this influential building.67
LeWitt must also have learned about wooden synagogues in his copy of Tomasz
Wisniewski’s, Bóżnice Białostocczyzny = Heartland of the Jewish life: Synagogues and Jewish
Communities in Białystok Region (1992). This volume, primarily in Polish with brief English
summaries of chapters and synagogue descriptions, features sketches (based on photographs) of
the synagogues in the Bialystok Region.68
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LeWitt also owned books on other Jewish architectural subjects that show the breadth of
his interests while perhaps being less directly relevant to the synagogue project (or perhaps
acquired after the design for CBSRZ was largely completed). These include Lee I. Levine’s The
Ancient Synagogue: The First Thousand Years (2000) and David Kroyanker’s Jerusalem
Architecture (1994). It is worth noting that LeWitt also owned small booklets from buildings that
he visited, including the synagogue in Reggio Emilia, Italy (La Sinagoga di Reggio Emilia
[2000]) and the theater in Sabbioneta, Italy (Antonio Paolucci and Umberto Maffezzoli’s
Sabbioneta: il Teatro all’Antica [1993]).69
LeWitt also owned a number of books on New England buildings, which would likely
have contributed to the development of his ideas for a design that would combine local
vernacular traditions with a distinctly Polish Jewish tradition, an amalgamation appropriate for a
synagogue to be built in Connecticut. Given the use of post and beam and exposed framing in
CBSRZ, Thomas Durant Visser’s Guide to New England Barns and Field buildings (1997) must
have been useful. LeWitt also owned The Houses and History of Chester (rev. ed., 1984); J.
Frederick Kelly’s Early Domestic Architecture of Connecticut (1962 reprint of a 1924 book); and
Serge Hambourg, Noel Perrin, and Kenneth A. Breisch’s Mills and Factories of New England
(1988).

Collection. Interestingly, two loose postcards of wooden synagogues were inserted into this book, one of the Karaite
Synagogue in Troki, Lithuania and the other of the synagogue in Jabłonow, Ukraine. These postcards were
sandwiched between the pages (156-57), which have the entry on the wooden synagogue in Janów Sokólski. The
synagogue in Troki is one of the few wooden synagogues that has survived.
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Carol LeWitt offers some insight into the importance of books in Sol’s working process,
especially for a project that was singular in his career and like no other he had embarked upon:
He couldn’t find it [the Piechotkas’ book], but he did collect—he had a pretty good
collection of books on synagogue architecture. You know, Sol was not a quick study. He
was sort of a deep thinker, so when he got on something, he would kind of, like he
collected, he would just bite away. He would never sort of say anything. He wouldn’t
always do anything, but he was sort of feeding information, and that’s the way he did
everything. When you look at what he read, what he listened to, what he collected, what
he looked at, where he went, it was all of this very fascinating, deep, intellectual
process.70
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Chapter 3.

LeWitt’s Synagogue Drawings and Models

If the artist carries through his idea and makes it into visible form, then all the steps in
the process are of importance. . . . All intervening steps—scribbles, sketches, drawings,
failed work, models, studies, thoughts, conversations—are of interest.1
—Sol LeWitt
Sol LeWitt developed his ideas for synagogue designs in “working drawings” that range
from quick freehand sketches all the way to precisely drafted architectural floor plans and
elevations on vellum.2 More than one hundred of these drawings, dating from ca. 1996-2001, are
still extant at the LeWitt Collection. Additionally, LeWitt built (or had fabricated) models of at
least three designs; two of these models are extant, one in cardboard and the other in wood, while
a second model (that appears to be wood) is known only from photographs.3 This large body of
material reveals that LeWitt was playfully envisioning forms for his new synagogue, at the same
time that he was systematically exploring a range of formal and functional solutions. While a few
of the drawings are one-offs, most show LeWitt pursuing certain ideas that he sketched out in
loose form and then developed into refined architectural designs. An additional pleasure in
viewing these drawings is the chance to actually see LeWitt’s hand, which we are unaccustomed
to seeing in his artworks.
Perhaps more than any single drawing, the significance of this body of work lies in what
it shows about LeWitt’s commitment to the Synagogue Project. Steve Lloyd, the architect who
1
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later designed Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek with the artist, never saw the vast
majority of these drawings, most of which LeWitt had made before Lloyd began work on the
synagogue project in April 1998. However, when presented with photographs of them, he was
struck by the enormous expenditure of time and effort that LeWitt’s drawings represent,
especially by someone with his stature in the international art world. “He's putting other things
aside in order to focus on this when nobody has really asked him to,” noted Lloyd. “Clearly it
was really a very important thing for him, and he kept dealing not only with the forms but with
the functions and trying to work it all out. I mean, it's like he was a frustrated architect in a way.”
Lloyd continued, “I think he was wrestling with what he could encapsulate with his sense of
geometry, incorporating the history from Eastern Europe and the functions that he knew from his
congregation, and it’s a tough problem. And I think that’s what these drawings show, how hard it
is to resolve all of these things.”4
Determining the order in which LeWitt made these drawings is a challenge because only
four of them are actually dated on the sheet (with a year).5 Nevertheless, through careful study it
is possible to pair plans with elevations, and draw links between related groups of drawings. In
conjunction with the few dated drawings, records from Congregation Beth Shalom, additional
documentary materials from the LeWitt Collection, and interviews, one can begin to sort out the
major outlines of LeWitt’s ideas as he developed them for the new synagogue building.
Furthermore, such a close study evokes LeWitt’s working process as he moved from sketches to
measured plans and elevations and systematically worked through iterations of his designs.

4

Lloyd interview, November 17, 2016.

5

LeWitt Collection, 006969, 006339, 006341, and 006357.
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During a portion of this period, from around May 1996 to August 1997, LeWitt was
developing his ideas at the same time that Congregation Beth Shalom had hired the architect
Abraham (Abe) Rothenberg of Westport, Connecticut to design its new synagogue building, for
a parcel of land on Route 154 and East Kings Highway in Chester, Connecticut that CBS had an
option to purchase.6 The growing congregation of 140 families worshipped in Deep River (in a
former church that could accommodate no more than 130 people), maintained off-site offices for
the rabbi and clerical functions in Chester, and attended High Holiday services at the larger
Congregation Rodfe Zedek in nearby Moodus. CBS wanted to consolidate all of these functions
under one roof in a new synagogue building.7
LeWitt and Rothenberg were supposed to work together, though apparently it was not an
easy working relationship. As Carol LeWitt recalls, Sol did not feel that Rothenberg was the
right architect for the project. And apparently, Rothenberg was not keen on working with the
artist.8 From the CBS Board minutes, it looks like LeWitt was supposed to present Rothenberg
with ideas and concepts that he would in turn develop, and there is some evidence of this.9 But
the minutes also suggest that they were often working on separate, but parallel, tracks. For

6

Abraham Rothenberg began work in May 1996 and after he doubled his fee, the CBS Board decided to dismiss the
architect. CBS Board meeting minutes, April 11, 1996 and August 14, 1997; and CBS Annual Meeting minutes,
May 16, 1996. Re: the prospective parcel of land, see CBS Board minutes, December 21, 1995. All are at CBSRZ.

7
8

Draft “Case Statement,” February 8, 1996, in FPC Board binder, CBSRZ.
Carol LeWitt conversation, April 25, 2016 and Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016.

9

CBS Board meeting minutes, February 13, 1997: “Architect Abe Rothenberg is working with member Sol LeWitt
to develop a functional, affordable building, the wish list requires a 16,000 sq ft building.” CBS Board meeting
minutes, March 13, 1997: “Work is progressing, with member Sol LeWitt and architect Abe Rothenberg preparing
new drawings.” CBS Board meeting minutes, May 8, 1997: “The Committee is revisiting its relationship with the
architect, Abe Rothenberg, with member Sol LeWitt who’s preparing design concepts, and with Sol’s and Abe’s
relationship with each other. The committee is currently looking for a 12,000 sq ft building, and a concept of Sol’s
of that size will be given to Abe to make into a building. CBS Annual Meeting minutes, May 15, 1997: Peggy
Tunick, co-chairman of the Facilities Planning Committee “thanked member Sol LeWitt for the time he has taken to
work with the committee and the architect.” All of these sources are at CBSRZ.
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example, in December 1996, Rothenberg submitted plans for a sanctuary that could seat 200,
growing to 500 when a moveable wall opened up the social hall for the congregation. At the
same time, LeWitt showed a model in which all of the congregants would be within thirty feet of
the bimah.10 In June 1997, Rothenberg submitted a plan that was deemed “too expensive,” while
LeWitt’s plan apparently did not include all of the synagogue’s “wish list.” A couple of months
later, the congregation decided to dismiss Rothenberg because he had doubled his fee.11
Unfortunately, the LeWitt Collection owns only one drawing from the project by Rothenberg’s
firm (with Sol LeWitt’s trace overlay of changes) and none of the architect’s other drawings
seem to have survived.12 Nonetheless, it is clear from LeWitt’s own synagogue drawings that,
independently of the architect, he was prodigiously engaged with developing designs for a new
synagogue from 1996 to mid-1998.
This chapter discusses the sketches, architectural drawings, and models that LeWitt made
during this initial phase of the CBSRZ project. This provides a sense of the range of ideas, forms,
and solutions that the artist developed in response to the challenge of envisioning a new
synagogue building for his congregation. Drawings that were clearly made by Sol LeWitt during
the period that he was working with Steve Lloyd (Spring 1998–2001), will be presented as part
of the discussion in chapters 4 and 5.

10

CBS Board meeting minutes, December 12, 1996, CBSRZ.

11

CBS Board meeting minutes, June 12, 1997 and August 14, 1997, CBSRZ. George Amarant recalls that CBS was
also not happy with Rothenberg’s design: “When the architect presented this brick building, which was really not
what anyone else had envisioned, we knew that something had to change.” Amarant interview, June 4, 2016.
12

CBSRZ does not have a set of Abraham Rothenberg’s drawings, and following his death in 2011 the contents of
his office were apparently discarded. Email from Michael Roeder to the author, April 28, 2017. Mr. Roeder worked
at Abraham Rothenberg Associates Architects for more than twenty-five years, although he was not involved in the
CBSRZ project. It was his understanding that “Rothenberg resigned from the commission early on due to conflicting
opinions on designing the work with the congregation.”
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One sees an echo of the Polish wooden synagogues in many of LeWitt’s impromptu
sketches. For example, in one drawing (fig. 3.1) the artist drew an octagonal roof with cupola
with a small house-like chapel at right; the two-story boxy structure at the left feels like a more
contemporary appendage. Already, he was thinking about the infusion of light: wavy lines
indicate clerestory windows in both the sanctuary and chapel and the structure at the left also has
wide windows marked by waves. But the clear focus of this sketch is the sanctuary roof, which
LeWitt zoomed in on in the sketch on the verso of this sheet (fig. 3.2). Here, in two sets of lines,
one light, the other bolder, the artist tries out different configurations for the sides of the roof.
Indeed, roofs are a prominent motif throughout LeWitt’s synagogue drawings: hipped octagonal
roofs, hip roofs with their own hipped cupolas, conical roofs, single roofs, and tiered roofs (figs.
3.3-3.8). For LeWitt, the high sanctuary dome/roof was clearly the signature element of the
synagogues he imagined. This certainly is no surprise given that he had in mind the dramatic
wooden synagogues of eastern Europe with their multi-tiered hip and gable roofs, pavilions, and
striking silhouettes against the sky. It is also true that for a sculptor such as LeWitt, roofs would
have been the most engaging formal elements in any synagogue design.13
Octagons and octagonal forms were also fundamental to LeWitt’s thinking throughout
the process and, in one form or another, appear in the vast majority of his designs. No doubt the
centrality of the octagon grew out of LeWitt’s study of eastern European synagogues, many of
which had square main halls with octagonal domes (though not octagonal plans at the first-floor
level). This also seems like it directly relates to the artist’s appreciation for Louis I. Kahn’s
interpretation of those historical buildings in his design for Temple Beth El, where as noted
earlier the building itself was an octagon. As it so happens, the octagon was not a geometric form

13

I would like to thank T. Kaori Kitao for this insightful observation.
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that had heretofore figured prominently in LeWitt’s oeuvre, much of which was based on the
cube.14 Indeed, the artist’s new exploration of the octagon as the basic form for a synagogue was
somewhat reminiscent of the artist’s investigation of the cube, though it was nowhere near as
systematic. LeWitt’s octagonal forms for the requisite sanctuary, social hall, and school could
take a variety of forms. Sometimes he deployed regular octagons, though more often the artist
worked with elongated octagons in his exploration of a range of configurations for, and
relationships between, the principal forms/spaces in the synagogue. LeWitt created designs with
two octagons placed front to back; three octagons abutting in various arrangements; and two
octagons placed side by side. He also explored combining functions into one long elongated
octagon; and finally, he developed his most elaborate design in a building that was rectilinear in
plan with an octagonal-domed sanctuary at the center.
In his arrangement and rearrangement of the shapes on the page—and in the forms in the
models—we can perceive LeWitt’s fundamental interest in geometry. As noted earlier, the artist
himself saw the project “as a problem of geometric forms in a space that conforms to the uses of
ritual.”15 Accordingly, some of LeWitt’s drawings echo the clear planar forms and shapes seen in
his wall drawings and structures. In particular, he sometimes reduced his plans and elevations to
flat outlined geometric shapes that bring to mind his extrapolations of isometric forms. We see
this in two drawings (figs. 3.9 - 3.10) in which the artist has delineated highly abstracted
compositions that have enough architectural references (domes, hip roofs) and words (“south,”
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The exception that proves the rule is the octagonal form that sits at the center of Sol LeWitt’s Wall Drawing #601:
Forms Derived from the Cube, 1989 (fig. 2.20). Following the completion of CBSRZ in 2001, LeWitt later made
works that used octagons, e.g., Octagon and a Cube (2005) and Cube on an Octagon (2005). Intriguingly, an
existing octagonal skylight was the center (and point of origin of the spiral in Sol LeWitt’s Wall Drawing #801,
installed at the Bonnefanten Museum in Maastricht, the Netherlands in January 1996. For a photograph of this work,
see Sol LeWitt: A Retrospective, 323.
15

Ostrow, “Sol Lewitt.”
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“east,” “entrance”) to suggest buildings. And it is even more evident in one of LeWitt’s most
simplified synagogue drawings (fig. 3.11), where even those identifiers are gone (though there
are suggestive dimensions in light pencil below the forms at the lower left). It is almost as if the
artist is trying to see how far he can go towards pure form while still retaining a sense of
architecture.
In addition to formal concerns, LeWitt was also grappling with the real need to work out
how the synagogue building would function—where the various constituent parts would be
deployed: how the sanctuary, the school, and the social hall would relate to each other, as well as
the placement of offices, bathrooms, and a kitchen. In a number of detail drawings, he tried to
work out the overall layout, the position of the bimah and ark, the seating capacity, and the
dimensions. Furthermore, LeWitt was already thinking about the relationship of the building to
its site and incorporated gardens and playgrounds into some of his plans. As Lloyd alluded to,
designing a synagogue is a challenging problem. And while LeWitt was “pretty good at drawing
plans, pretty good at making shapes,” according to Carol LeWitt, “he could not get a building to
function.”16 The artist was stymied by how to deal with the sanctuary and the social hall, in short
with relating the parts to each other and not just to the whole. “That was the big dilemma. He
couldn’t really figure that out, and he was really only interested in the sacred space—he wasn’t
as interested in the other components—and particularly this idea of how they were going to
connect. That stumped him.”17

16

Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016.

17

Ibid.
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Variations on the Octagon
As noted above, the octagon was at the core of LeWitt’s vision; he created designs with
pairs of octagons, both front to back and side by side, as well as plans with three octagons. In one
drawing LeWitt sketched the most basic plan—two abutting regular octagons of similar size (fig.
3.12). On the same sheet, the artist played around with the side elevations of such an
arrangement, showing the octagons directly touching or alternatively, linked by a connector. He
also considered different sizes and heights for the two forms as well as straight-lined or curved
rooflines. Two of the elevations have extensions at the ends that suggest an entry, thus indicating
that the two octagons have a front-to-back orientation and that we are looking at a side elevation.
In another variant (fig. 3.13), LeWitt sketched a plan of two octagons—one roughly regular, the
other elongated; the latter appears to be the sanctuary: a small square denotes the pulpit on the
bimah, an L-shaped line to its left would be the Torah ark, and a curving area with zigzags must
be the seating. On the same sheet we see this plan in elevation, and curiously the elongated
octagon at right is unexpectedly larger and taller than the regular octagon at left. Both forms
have hip roofs with wide overhangs; below the prominent eaves of the taller structure is what
appears to be a continuous band of clerestory windows. Interestingly, this is a design element
that actually made its way into the final triple-tiered dome of CBSRZ. The elevation of the
smaller octagon shows walls with loose grids that suggest walls of windows. In another sketch
(fig. 3.14), a similar elevation is paired with a different floor plan, one that shows two elongated
octagons connected at a 90-degree angle to each other. Yet another version shows an elongated
octagon connected to a vertical rectangle (fig. 3.15).18 The silhouette of the synagogue comprised
of two octagons (or rectangle), in whichever orientation to each other, must have had great
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Two other drawings with an elongated octagon and a second rectangular structure are 006581 and 006588.
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appeal to LeWitt, for there are at least seven other sketches in which the artist drew this
elevation.19
In addition to all of these freehand sketches, LeWitt investigated the option of two frontto-back octagons in a series of drawings that look like they were drawn with a ruler (though not
necessarily measured). LeWitt seems to be working out the massing between the two elongated
octagons, linked by a connector with porches at either end. In one drawing (fig. 3.16), he
sketched out the rows of seating in the sanctuary facing the bimah and ark, which are positioned
in the connector (though it is not clear how this would have worked in terms of circulation). The
artist is still fine-tuning the rooflines, making them steeper to accentuate the height of the domes.
In other variations, LeWitt flipped the non-sanctuary octagon 90 degrees to a vertical orientation
(fig. 3.17) or even replaced it with a vertical rectangle (fig. 3.18). In the latter design, the
elevation shows a sanctuary roof that now has a hip at the top (almost creating a dome) and
skylights. We see LeWitt’s most distilled version of the side elevation for a synagogue with two
front-to-back octagons in a crisply delineated drawing (fig. 3.19) that emphasizes the faceted
planes of the octagons, the connector, and entrances at the right and the left.20 The steep flatroofed “dome” is prominent and the facades are punctuated with a row of square clerestory
windows on the sanctuary and two pairs of rectangular doors on the smaller octagon at the left.
In this very LeWittian drawing, there are no traces of historically inspired hip roofs and wide
eaves but rather we see the clarity of clipped modern forms.

19

LeWitt Collection, 006582, 006584, 006585, 006586, 006587, 006589, and 006590 (recto).

20

LeWitt Collection, 001292 is very similar to 006319, but the tall sanctuary has a wider central elevation with ten
windows and other proportional adjustments have been made in the other sections of the building. This is just
another example of the way in which LeWitt explored subtle variations of his designs.
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LeWitt also made several drawings of this side-elevation view that feature a tall structure
with an intriguing barrel roof, sometimes with clerestory windows. These drawings may relate to
accounts of a model that the artist showed that featured a large dome.21 One tiny ink scribble on
a graph notebook page shows a two-story sanctuary with a kind of floating bubble for a roof and
a curved line, perhaps suggesting a barrel-vaulted dome (fig. 3.20). On the verso, are two
overlapping circles where it looks like LeWitt is also looking at how domed structures might
work (fig. 3.21). The artist liked this idea for he made a similar sketch in pencil on a larger sheet
(fig. 3.22) and then rendered a more formal version of a two-story barrel-roofed sanctuary
flanked by one-story glazed structures (fig. 3.23).
LeWitt also developed the idea for a grouping of three abutting octagonal forms, one for
the sanctuary, another for the school, and a third for the social hall. The artist worked through
various iterations, varying the shapes of the octagons (square or elongated), the lengths of their
sides, and their relative positions to each other. This concept reached its fullest expression in a
cardboard model that the artist built himself (figs. 3.24-3.27).22 A detailed floor plan with
dimensions (fig. 3.28), identified on the sheet as “Plan 1,” closely corresponds to this model,
although subtle differences show that it is not the actual drawing that LeWitt copied, cut up, and
pasted on the floor of the spaces in the model.23 An almost regular octagonal sanctuary abuts two
elongated octagons to the rear: the one on the left houses classrooms, offices, a library, and a
possible gift shop; the one on the right houses the social hall. There are two entrances to the
sanctuary (on the north and west facades), as well as separate entrances to the school and the
21

Amarant interview, June 4, 2016 and Amarant in We Built This House.
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When Carol LeWitt looked at this model, she said that it certainly looked like Sol had built it himself. Carol
LeWitt, conversation with the author at the LeWitt Collection, Chester, Connecticut, April 26, 2016.
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For example, the model has open classrooms in the center of the school wing, while drawing 011383 does not.
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social hall (on the south facade). While doors connect the sanctuary and the social hall, the
school wing is separate and has no easy access to the sanctuary.
In the model (fig. 3.25), the sanctuary has a high octagonal roof with the eight sides
meeting at a flat roof with a square opening. It is not clear whether this is intended to be a
skylight or whether the opening is so that viewers of the model can look in to see the bimah and
the ark. The school/office and social hall wings have low-rise octagonal roofs, with the sides
meeting at a long flat skylight (indicated by white paper with a drawn grid). The western side of
the sanctuary roof is also glazed, presumably so that congregants could appreciate the changing
light of sunset. Additional fenestration includes long, narrow bands of end-to-end windows on
the eastern façade of the school and the western façade of the social hall. At the southern end, the
two oblong wings are linked by a passageway and additional classrooms that enclose an interior
grassy play area.
In the octagonal sanctuary, the ark is located in its traditional location on the eastern wall,
with a long stepped bimah that extends out into the center of the space (fig. 3.26 ). The
placement of the bimah in the center, with seating on three sides, certainly harks back to the
layouts of eastern European wooden synagogues (rather than the more typical modern placement
of the bimah at the front of the congregation). LeWitt’s plan shows additional space for
congregants in a three-sided balcony, allowing for a total capacity of 350 people. He also
sketched a small elevation of the balcony at the lower right of the sheet (fig. 3.28). The close-up
of LeWitt’s plan (fig. 3.29) gives a good sense of the artist’s attention to detail in working out the
functional spaces and their relationships to each other, specific dimensions, and square footages.
LeWitt’s design, as seen in both the cardboard model and this plan, is for a building that
is actually much larger than the needs of the congregation. In the drawing, he indicated that the
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sanctuary was to be 5,400 square feet and that the school/office and social hall wings would each
measure 6,600 square feet. When all of the other spaces are added, this design totaled 20,400
square feet. The dimensions of the sanctuary, in particular, suggest that this design was probably
the one that is referred to in the CBS Board Minutes of December 12, 1996: “Sol LeWitt
submitted his model of a new synagogue. Every member would be 30 feet from the bima.”24
Several other drawings show LeWitt exploring variations on the idea of a synagogue plan
based on three abutting octagons. One of them (fig. 3.30) presents a plan similar to the one in the
model, except that here the elongated octagons of the sanctuary, school, and social hall are all the
same size; the longer side of the sanctuary is oriented horizontally, while the abutting octagons
behind it are oriented vertically. In another drawing (fig. 3.31), LeWitt drew an elongated
octagon for the sanctuary, positioned horizontally, with two identical squarish octagons abutting
to the rear. At the bottom of both of these drawings, the complexity of the plan is clarified in a
very LeWittian elevation. Finally, the artist developed an idea for a synagogue with a cluster of
octagons on a north-south axis with the main entrance facing west. LeWitt intuitively sketched
out this idea (fig. 3.32), even adding a library at the back. By the time he developed this in a
more formal drawing (fig. 3.33), identified as “Plan 2” on the vellum, the artist had adjusted the
relationships between the three forms, modified their proportions, added a function (“small
chapel”) to the library, and given the latter an octagonal hip roof that mirrors that of the
sanctuary.25 The exterior of this very large design (22,700 square feet), with a main entrance on
the west, was elegantly rendered in LeWitt’s elevations for this scheme (fig. 3.34).
24

CBS Board minutes, December 12, 1996, CBSRZ.
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Note that throughout the design process, this space is variously identified on drawings as a library, a chapel and
library, or simply a library. In the final CBSRZ building, the space is used as a library. However, the Torah ark from
Congregation Rodfe Zedek’s former home was also placed in this space, even though the room does not have a
liturgical function.

63

LeWitt also studied options for side-by-side octagons as we see in one sheet with several
plans (fig. 3.35). Here, he sketched two pairs of variously sized elongated octagons linked by a
rectangular connector/lobby (?); a third sketch on this sheet, an outlier that apparently was
developed no further, shows elongated octagons abutting in a right angle with a vertical
rectangular structure in the corner. Notably, LeWitt included a west/east directional arrow,
indicating that, even in these rough sketches, he was thinking about the orientation of his plans.
The “wall” adjacent to the directional arrow looks like it might have related to one of LeWitt’s
cinderblock structures, a rare echo of his main artistic practice. In another drawing (fig. 3.36), the
artist further explored the side-by-side option, as he worked out the dimensions of his plans. In
this version, the connector is shown to have an octagonal hip roof, presumably echoing the roofs
(though not fully delineated) of the elongated octagons to either side.
The most fully developed version of the paired elongated octagons, linked by a
rectangular entry lobby, is a drawing (dated January 31, 1997) drafted in the office of the
architect Abraham Rothenberg that has a trace overlay with LeWitt’s changes (fig. 3.37). This
appears to be an example of the architect taking one of the artist’s concepts and developing it
further into a measured drawing with architectural details, providing a window onto their
working process. As noted above, this is the only one of Rothenberg’s drawings for
Congregation Beth Shalom known to exist. In Rothenberg’s black line (fig. 3.38), an elongated
octagon on the left houses the octagonal sanctuary and adjoining social hall, while a longer,
somewhat narrower, elongated octagon on the right contains classrooms, a youth room, offices
(general, school, and rabbi’s), a Judaica shop, and a library/meeting room. A rectangular entry
lobby links the two octagonal wings. In the sanctuary, the bimah is at the center with the ark
below it; behind the ark is a meditation/meeting room. To the left of the social hall is a
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rectangular annex that houses the kitchen, storage rooms for the kitchen and social hall, a
mechanical space, and stairs.
LeWitt initially started drawing in pencil directly on Rothenberg’s black line (fig. 3.38).
While the latter had faint lines radiating from the center of the sanctuary and the social hall that
suggested the sides of the roofs, LeWitt drew in the configuration of the roofs as well as the
shape of the lower end of the sanctuary/social hall wing. At that point, LeWitt must have added a
trace overlay on which he more clearly articulated his changes (fig. 3.39). He emphatically
chamfered the lower rectangular ends of the meditation room on the left wing and the library on
the right wing. He also drew a horizontal line that seems to enclose the top end of the loosely
defined garden behind the entry lobby. But LeWitt’s key concern was delineating the sides and
top of the sanctuary’s octagonal roof, as well as those of the social hall’s shallow hip roof. On
the former, he replaced Rothenberg’s conical point of the dome with a small flat square at the top
(directly over the bimah); this in turn meant that four of the sides of the roof were rhomboids
while the other four were triangles. It is worth noting that this feature of the dome, in a modified
form, is another early idea that survived in the final building for CBSRZ.
The most striking thing about LeWitt’s overlay (fig. 3.39) when it is looked at apart from
the architect’s drawing is the way in which he drew the broad outlines of the building, revealing
the essential shapes and relationships between the forms, and honing in on the key ritual
elements of the bimah and the ark. It is as if he had boiled down the design to its essence. There
is one other curious thing about LeWitt’s revision that is clear on the overlay: He decided to
completely omit the rectangular annex that Rothenberg’s drawing shows to the left of the social
hall. It may be that LeWitt felt that this extension was awkwardly placed and imbalanced the
symmetry of the overall design. However, from a functional point of view, it’s unclear what was
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to happen to the kitchen, storage and mechanical spaces, and stair. In this instance, it appears that
form trumped function.
In another variant of the side-by-side octagons plan (fig. 3.40), LeWitt used the
sanctuary/social hall elongated octagon of the above plan in tandem with a large, square octagon
(or square with chamfered corners) of offices, classrooms, and a school assembly hall wrapped
around an internal courtyard with a garden and playground. The two wings are linked by a large
entry lobby that leads to a square hip-roofed chapel. In this instance, LeWitt himself drafted a
fully realized architectural plan on vellum in which he drew every doorway and step and
identified spaces for coats, a janitor room, and toilets (though he did not detail the fixtures).
Ultimately, it was the elongated octagon with the sanctuary and social hall that seems to
have been of most interest. In fact, LeWitt went on to build a cardboard model of that plan (figs.
3.41- 3.42), which makes clear exactly how the artist envisioned the very high octagonal dome of
the sanctuary (rising to a small flat square) and the much lower-rise multi-faceted hip roof over
the social hall. For all of the dramatic effect, the model also reveals the awkward gaps between
these two roof structures at their meeting point (though this is not as noticeable from a low
vantage point/the ground). It is also not clear how LeWitt planned to deal with the need for
classrooms, offices, or any other spaces in this design. Nonetheless, the artist seems to have been
pleased with this model for on March 22, 1997, he sent snapshots of it to two of his fellow
congregants. In LeWitt’s note to Marlene Scharr, who served on the Facilities Planning
Committee, the artist wrote, “Dear Marlene [,] I’ve worked out a new design for Beth Shalom. It
combines the sanctuary and the social hall. Enclosed are photos of the model. I am very
interested in being involved with the design process. Happy Purim. Sincerely[,] Sol.”26 It seems
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Sol LeWitt, note to Marlene [Scharr], March 22, 1997. LeWitt Collection, “Beth Shalom” folder. Also see note to
Larry [sic] [Bloom] and copy of photographs, March 22, 1997 in the same folder.
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likely that the design of this cardboard model corresponds to the one that was reviewed by the
CBS Board that spring. The minutes for June 12, 1997 record that a cost estimator was going to
evaluate “LeWitt’s conceptual plan,” but that it did not include the congregation’s “full ‘Wish
List.’”27 Notably, LeWitt also posted two color photos of this cardboard model on the bulletin
board in his studio, where they remained for the rest of his life (though partially obscured by
later accretions).28
In one of LeWitt’s most intriguing drawings, he created a highly abstracted version of the
two-in-one scheme (fig. 3.43). The artist drew a large octagon abutting a smaller hexagon with
lobbies and stairs at each end, the whole enclosed in what looks like a very elongated octagonal
chrysalis. This is a singular drawing and there do not appear to be any elevations or further
elaborations of this particular concept.
Ultimately, LeWitt seems to have abandoned the concept of constructing a synagogue
building out of octagonal units. He shifted towards a rectilinear plan that encompassed the
sanctuary at or near the center with a prominent octagonal dome. We see one such design, in
plan and elevation (figs. 3.44-3.45), which incorporates some of the previously noted elements:
the octagonal-roofed sanctuary with a flat top (now definitively a skylight) and a glazed western
side; the classrooms wrapping around an interior playground/garden on the eastern side of the
building; and on the main southern facade a wall of LeWittian grids for windows. Notably, the
sanctuary is no longer octagonal in plan, but square at ground level with an octagonal dome
above. The offices are divided between the school wing and the southwestern area of the
27

CBS Board minutes, June 12, 1997, CBSRZ.
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On October 13, 2016, the author had the chance to see the two color photos of this model in situ before LeWitt’s
studio bulletin board was deinstalled in 2017. These photos, along with the rest of the materials from the bulletin
board, are now at the LeWitt Collection.
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building (near the lobby and social hall). In this plan, he placed the entrance to the synagogue on
the south, the first time he indicated this orientation, which ultimately was incorporated into
CBSRZ’s final building.
The next step seems to have been a design that introduced significant new elements: a
small regular octagonal-roofed chapel at the front of the building, in counterpoint to the tall,
oblong, octagonal roof of the sanctuary is reminiscent of the roofs and pavilions of Polish
wooden synagogues, while the school wing is now configured in an “L” shape. A schematic
sketch (fig. 3.46) reveals LeWitt figuring out this layout with dimensions and square footages. A
more refined, and somewhat modified version of this floor plan (fig. 3.47) has fewer classrooms
than in previous designs, the L-shaped school borders a garden, and the chapel is an octagonal
form (rather than a square with an octagonal dome) with an eight-sided hip roof. This drawing is
the rare instance when LeWitt included a date—“97”—below his signature.29 In the front
elevation (south) for this design (fig. 3.48), we can appreciate the interplay between the tall
octagonal roof of the sanctuary (now hipped at the top, perhaps a skylight?); the steep roof of
what is now a chapel/library (now conical rather than hipped, with clerestory windows); and the
low-rise oblong hip roofs over the school and social hall/office portions of the building. It is
worth noting that the left wall of the chapel/library aligns with the right wall of the sanctuary, as
can be seen both in the plan and the elevation, as well as in a detail of the relationship between
these two forms (fig. 3.49). Clearly LeWitt was experimenting with different roof shapes for the
sanctuary dome: Here we see the pentimenti of a lightly drawn version with sides that converge
in a short flat-roofed cap with skylights, which was overdrawn with a wider dome rising to a
slight hip roof. The artist made doodles of other roof ideas at the top left and right side of the
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It is worth noting that LeWitt has lightly sketched out several roofs on the right-hand border of this sheet.
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sheet. The conical roof of the chapel was also in flux: In this drawing it is much less sloped than
in the full elevation, giving the chapel a more silo-like appearance. A drawing of the west
elevation of this design shows the profile of the shorter side of the sanctuary, once again in
relation to the more steeply conical chapel/library (fig. 3.50). This drawing is signed “SL (in a
circle) 98.”
In a further development of this design, the plan (fig. 3.51) shows some important
changes: the chapel/library has been shifted a bit to the left so that it is now closer to the
sanctuary (and overlaps it in elevation). The offices are again all in the school wing, as is a new
feature—day care; the school itself has expanded with the classrooms now in a “U”
configuration around a playground. There are some nice touches: a tiny meditation space, located
off the rabbi’s office, is back-to-back with the ark; and the store and the temple office are across
from each other, with chamfered corners that create an octagonal public area (with a kiosk in the
center) that abuts—and echoes—the chapel/library. LeWitt signed this plan “SL (in a circle) 98,”
confirming that it is indeed later than figure 3.47. We can appreciate the southern elevation of
this more refined design in a drawing (fig. 3.52) that shows a kind of big brother/little brother
formal relationship between the now overlapping octagonal-domed sanctuary and the conicaldomed chapel/library. This drawing is also signed “SL (in a circle) 98.”
This design is in fact the one that LeWitt chose to develop. He proceeded to have a
wooden model (fig. 3.53) built in which one can appreciate the finer points of the building’s
roofs: the sanctuary’s very tall elongated octagonal dome dominates the silhouette of the
building with the conical roof of the chapel/library serving as a diminutive counterpoint. Instead
of a flat roof, the sanctuary dome culminates in a shallow hipped skylight (indicated with white
paper) and LeWitt added narrow windows (also white paper) at the base of the dome on the three
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sides that face east. The social hall has a shallow hip roof (that neatly abuts the sanctuary roof),
but the rest of the building, including the school/office wing, has a flat roof. It is also possible to
appreciate the placement of windows and doors, once again represented by grids drawn on white
paper (or photocopies of them at least). The roofs of the model are removable, so that the plan in
figure 3.51 comes to life in three dimensions (fig. 3.54). It becomes very clear that at ground
level, the sanctuary at the rear center of the building is rectangular and that it is only the dome
above that expresses the octagonal motif inspired by Polish wooden synagogues.30 The social
hall is immediately to the left (west) of the sanctuary, and while the wall between them is solid,
one wonders whether or not LeWitt considered a temporary wall here so that the sanctuary could
be extended into the social hall to accommodate a larger congregation for the High Holidays and
special occasions. This is a feature that is incorporated into many synagogues, and proved key in
the ultimate design for Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek.
Given that this model was based on drawings dated 1998 (figs. 3.51 and 3.52), and that
we know that LeWitt showed it to Steve Lloyd shortly after the architect began work on the
project in April 1998, this model must have been fabricated in the first few months of that year.
While people recall seeing the wooden model, the documentary evidence provides no
information on when LeWitt may have shown it to the CBS Board, Facilities Planning
Committee, or congregation, but we do know from Lloyd that this proposal, like the artist’s other
designs, was rejected.31 This did not deter LeWitt from his dedication to the project. As we have
seen in this chapter, in the two years since he had first expressed an interest in the synagogue, the
artist had systematically worked through a range of design options. But more significantly,
30

This was also the case with many Polish wooden synagogues where the sanctuary was square or rectangular in
plan with octagonal domes overhead.
31

Lloyd interview, November 17, 2016.
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LeWitt had developed a vocabulary of forms and concepts that he had put through their paces
and to which he was committed. Ultimately, they would serve him well as Congregation Beth
Shalom moved into the next phase of its building project.
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Chapter 4.

The Conceptual Master Plan

Artisans and viewers of the wall drawings . . . . will be very familiar with Sol’s use of
instructions, on which the works are based. Imagine, then, a set of instructions like this:
‘On a sixteen-acre site build a structure referring to wooden synagogues of Eastern
Europe with clear geometry and perceptible as a sculptural solid to serve as home for a
vibrant congregation.’1
—Stephen L. Lloyd
In the fall of 1997, Congregation Beth Shalom’s Facilities Planning Committee (FPC)
began the process of finding a new architect to replace Abraham Rothenberg who had recently
been dismissed. It was an extremely important decision, for as CBS’s Rabbi Doug Sagal noted,
“When you are talking about the building project, you are talking about the heart of the
congregation.”2 Around that time, Carol LeWitt was invited to join the FPC and became quite
involved in the selection process. By March 1998, the committee had interviewed several
prominent firms, including Centerbrook and Newman Architects. Sol LeWitt participated in at
least some of the interviews with prospective architects.3 Apparently learning from their previous
experience with Rothenberg, the following question was posed to the candidates: “Several
congregants, including Sol LeWitt and [the scenic designer] David Hays . . . were invited to
work on the design process with the former architect. Would you embrace such collaboration?
On what terms?”4 While the group was prepared to hire Centerbrook, Carol LeWitt and fellow
1

Lloyd, “Working with Sol LeWitt on the design of Temple Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek in Chester, Connecticut.”

2

CBS Board meeting minutes, January 8, 1998, CBSRZ.

3

In notes from a meeting with Jim Childress of Centerbrook on March 5, 1998, “S. LeWitt” is listed as present.
There is also a photocopy of a postcard to Jim [Childress] with separate notes by both Sol and Carol LeWitt saying
that they were sorry that things hadn’t worked out (Sol) and thanking him for his time and effort on the CBS project
(Carol). In the Facilities Planning Committee (FPC) Board notes from a meeting with Stephen Lloyd on March 6,
1998, “C & L. [sic] LeWitt” are listed as present. Presumably this is a typo and “L” is actually Sol. All in FPC
Board binder, CBSRZ.

4

“Fax from Carol LeWitt to Jim Childress,” [March 4, 1998], in FPC Board binder, CBSRZ. CBSRZ’s records do
not seem to document David Hays’ role during the period when the architect Abraham Rothenberg was working on
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member Marlene Scharr were concerned that these firm’s previous buildings set a precedent that
was well beyond the congregation’s budget.5 As an alternative, Carol suggested that CBS work
with Stephen L. Lloyd, a solo practitioner who had formerly worked at Centerbrook.
The synagogue was taking a risk by hiring Lloyd. He had never designed a synagogue,
nor for that matter an entire religious building. Among his earlier projects were an addition to St.
Anne’s Episcopal in Old Lyme, the Parrish Hall addition for the First Congregational Church of
Old Lyme, an addition and renovation for Temple Sinai in Newington, and Becker House (with
Roth and Moore Architects) at Connecticut College.6 However, Carol and Sol LeWitt had
previously worked with Lloyd on the conversion of a local warehouse into a home for their art
collection. The artist and architect had established a very comfortable working relationship. As
Lloyd recalls, “It felt easy to sketch with them in my office looking at how best to configure the
elements of their program.”7 Building on this successful collaboration could facilitate the
realization of a new synagogue design that would be accepted by the congregation. Carol LeWitt
recollects,
What I suggested was Sol back at the table with a young architect who had just left
Centerbrook holding the pencil with him, and it was a tremendous risk. You know, Steve
Lloyd was somebody who had never done a project of that scale, but he had both the
design skill and very good communication skills to work with a community, and he could
stand up to Sol.8

the building project. It is worth noting that in one of her questions, Ms. LeWitt raised some issues related to Louis
Kahn’s unbuilt design for Mikveh Israel and cited both Richard Meier’s introduction in Recent American Synagogue
Architecture (New York: The Jewish Museum, 1963), 8 and Michele Taillon Taylor’s article in Louis I. Kahn: In
the Realm of Architecture (New York: Rizzoli, 1991), 362.
5

CBS Board meeting minutes, November 13, 1997, CBSRZ. Also see Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016.

6

“Conversation with architect Steve Lloyd.” Also see “Notes of meeting with Steven [sic] Lloyd,” March 6, 1998,
in FPC Board binder, CBSRZ.
7

“Conversation with architect Steve Lloyd.”

8

Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016.
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Stephen Lloyd was hired as the design architect in April 1998.9 His task was to develop a
conceptual master plan that would meet the needs spelled out in CBS’s facility program, which
had been approved in August 1997. The latter called for a sanctuary that could seat 200, a social
hall that could accommodate 200 seated at tables, and a school with eight classrooms as well as a
library/chapel and offices.10 When they met to begin work on the project, LeWitt did not bother
to show Lloyd all of his earlier synagogue designs. But he did hand the architect the floor plan
for his most recent design—the rectilinear plan with the octagonal-domed sanctuary and the
small octagonal chapel with a conical roof (fig. 3.51), the only difference being that the copy that
LeWitt provided to Lloyd was annotated with dimensions and square footages (fig. 4.1). The
artist also showed Lloyd the wooden model of this design (figs. 3.53-3.54). “But we certainly
didn’t spend much time on this,” recalls Lloyd, “because the situation as it was explained to me
was that whereas Sol was happy with this design, the congregation was not, and that the big goal
that we all had to undertake together was to get a design that the congregation would approve
and that the town would approve in terms of planning approval so that they could move
forward.”11
Lloyd just put LeWitt’s plan aside and began working directly with the members of the
congregation to learn about their needs and preferences. Unlike the artist, who had primarily
worked solo (occasionally dealing with Abe Rothenberg or showing a model to a synagogue
committee), Lloyd was committed to a ground-up approach where he himself was “egoless in the
9

In Stephen L. Lloyd’s letter to Carol LeWitt in which he outlined how he might provide services to CBS, he
included consultation with Sol LeWitt and David Hays in Phase 1. Stephen L. Lloyd to Carol LeWitt, March 15,
1998, in FPC Board binder, CBSRZ.

10

“Congregation Beth Shalom, Proposed Facility Program as of August 29, 1997,” in Board Minutes, 7/97–12/98
binder, CBSRZ. “Library/chapel to accommodate at least 1,000 volumes, seen as multipurpose space bur requires
small Ark.”
11

Lloyd interview, November 17, 2016.

74

process,” a facilitator who engaged the congregation in discussion.12 “In some ways,” observed
Lloyd, “I think it’s better for someone who’s not even of the faith to come in and just try to be a
good listener and try to make three-dimensional what people are telling me needs to happen. It
was such a learning experience.” Lloyd’s first important steps were a site visit with congregants,
followed by a series of workshop sessions. As he recalled, “There was so much commitment in
this congregation, and there were so many interesting, capable people that it really was a lot of
wonderful raw material to work with to try to create the solution that would really meet all of
these requirements. . . . It was fascinating, and I just had to listen really carefully.13
At this time, Congregation Beth Shalom still had a purchase option for a 16-acre parcel
on East Kings Highway and Route 154 in Chester, Connecticut, which was just one town north
of their current home in Deep River.14 The land extended through wetlands down to the nearby
Connecticut River and was a portion of the 100-acre Warner Estate that dated back to the
eighteenth century.15 The site was not particularly hospitable, as it was marshy and overgrown
with brambles (some of which had to be cleared away just to make the land more accessible for
the site walk), and would require significant remediation before a building could be constructed

12

“Notes of Meeting with Steven [sic] Lloyd, March 6, 1998,” in FPC Board binder, CBSRZ. In answer to the
question about collaborating with Sol LeWitt and David Hays, Stephen Lloyd answered, “They are two individuals
of stature with specific ideas. My answer has to be somewhat general. Our interaction would be one of respect,
because they are members of the congregation. It is my responsibility to [sic] everyone should feel they are
respected. I listen to hear what is really being said.” This response is in the same notes.

13

Lloyd interview, November 17, 2016.

14

Congregation Beth Shalom had to exercise their option on the parcel by September 30, 1998. See CBS Board
meeting minutes, May 18, 1998, CBSRZ. “To make the budget work,” the LeWitts had also offered to donate to
CBS a parcel of land, which Carol owned, to CBS, but it proved to be inappropriate because it had a steep hillside.
Carol LeWitt email, May 4, 2017 and Amarant interview, June 4, 2016. Also see CBS Board meeting minutes,
December 12, 1996, CBSRZ.
15

Barbara S. Delaney, Chester Historical Society, National Register of Historic Places nomination for the Jonathan
Warner House/Warner-Brooks House, designated 1978, accessed August 24, 2016,
https://npgallery.nps.gov/pdfhost/docs/NRHP/Text/78002855.pdf.
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there.16 The Jonathan Warner House (1798), an extremely distinguished and well-preserved
Federal-style building still sat on the corner, immediately adjacent to the synagogue’s potential
property (fig. 4.2).17 From early on in the process of interviewing architects, the idea had come
up from Herb Newman that out of respect for the Warner House, “the only thing you could build
was a barn.”18
On Sunday April 12, 1998, thirty-one people joined Steve Lloyd to “walk the site.”19 The
architect posed a series of questions that helped them look at the property (e.g., the high and low
points, the directions of sunset and sunrise, the extent of the wetlands, etc.). Afterwards, the
group discussed their impressions of the terrain, the pros and cons of the property, the best
location and orientation for the new building, as well as access and parking. One of the key
things that came out of the site visit was the wish to preserve the stone wall and historic maple
trees along Route 154, so the approach to the new synagogue would need to be from the side
street—Kings Highway. There was also a strong feeling that the new synagogue needed to be
compatible with the nearby Warner House.20

16

George Amarant recalls that the site was so full of water that he sank into the muck. Ultimately, three feet of soil
had to be removed (in the area of the driveway, the parking lot, and the building), and replaced with compacted soil.
Amarant interview, June 4, 2016.
17

It is also called the Warner-Brooks House. For a discussion of this building, see Delaney, National Register of
Historic Places nomination for the Jonathan Warner House/Warner-Brooks House.
18

George Amarant in We Built This House. Amarant also says that this echoed a comment by former CBS president
Harriet Fellows who had (perhaps earlier?) said, “Let’s build a post and beam barn.” Carol LeWitt also recalled that
it was Herb Newman who said, “The only thing you could build was a barn. . . . Do not disgrace that property.”
Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016.

19

Stephen Lloyd, “Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, 10th Anniversary” remarks, Collection of Stephen L.
Lloyd, hereafter cited as Lloyd, “CBSRZ, 10th Anniversary.”

20

“Congregation Beth Shalom, Facility Planning, Site Walk, Property at Kings Highway and Rte. 154, Chester,
Sunday, April 12, 1998,” a description of the event, list of questions, and synopsis of answers and general
discussion, in FPC Board binder, CBSRZ. Also, Lloyd interview, November 17, 2016 and Stephen L. Lloyd in We
Built This House. Stephen L. Lloyd also has a questionnaire with an accompanying annotated site map that one
group of participants filled out.
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A week later, on April 19th, Steve Lloyd led a somewhat smaller group of twenty-four
Congregation Beth Shalom members in a master plan workshop that involved space analysis,
role-playing, and a consideration of the image of the new synagogue. Participants broke out into
groups where they imagined their needs as a parent planning a bar mitzvah, a student in the
synagogue’s school, an office volunteer, the janitor, or a devout congregant. This was followed
by a discussion of the synagogue’s programmatic needs; the board’s priorities (sanctuary, school,
and social hall, in that order); and the issue of how large a building was possible given the
construction budget. Finally, Lloyd led the group in a discussion of the desired image for the new
synagogue building. The workshop minutes note that, “The site suggests a barn-like image, a
structure which would be harmonious with the historic Warner House, conveying a sense that the
synagogue building was actually an out-building to the antique house.” Lloyd initially showed
photographs of “two rambling buildings” that echoed “the add on New England farm buildings
as well as the Eastern European shtetls.” He then presented slides of fourteen building exteriors
and forty interiors and asked the participants to vote for their three favorites, as well as their least
favorite image.21 The images ranged from “very severe modern buildings to things that are very
woody, with exposed wooden frames to things with painted interiors.”22 A red barn was the most
popular, followed by a shingled hexagonal tower. The favorite interior had narrow stained glass
windows, while the other top interior choices had exposed beams and lots of wood.23
Lloyd recalls that while “there was such an array of possibilities, the votes were really
strongly in favor of something that was very warm, and they talked about the term, ‘haimish,’
21

Minutes of “Congregation Beth Shalom Facility Planning, Master Plan Workshop, in FPC Board binder, CBSRZ.
Stephen L. Lloyd still has some of the worksheets from the space analysis, role-playing, and image exercises.
22

Lloyd interview, November 17, 2016.

23

Minutes of “Congregation Beth Shalom Facility Planning, Master Plan Workshop, in FPC Board binder, CBSRZ.
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‘homey.’”24 In their use of this Yiddish word, the participants in the workshop were in fact
conveying something important that had already been incorporated into a recent statement on
Congregation Beth Shalom:
This notion of Hamish [sic] embodies the Congregation, its philosophy and outlook, and,
it hopes, will be reflected in its new facility. The Congregation has stated that it wants
“openness, inviting spaces, simplicity, a put your feet up and let down your hair
atmosphere, lightness, intimacy and warmth, a place to be able to shmooz”. A facility
with a jewel of a sanctuary, school administration and social hall that reflects ‘Hamish’ in
its design, function and appeal.25
The workshop session culminated in a consensus that the most pressing need was “for a
workable master plan” that could be presented to the congregation as well as the Chester
Planning and Zoning Commission.26 Sol LeWitt was not keen on meetings and did not
participate in the site visit or the workshop sessions. However, his wife, Carol attended both
meetings and certainly discussed what had occurred with the artist.27 In any case, Sol LeWitt
worked directly with Lloyd and had considerable input as the architect proceeded to develop a
design for presentation. Another longtime congregation member, the scenic designer David Hays
also contributed ideas for the new synagogue building and would become a member of the
design committee that was later established.28
Given the early suggestions of building a barn-like structure and the interest in a warm,
wooden building, Steve Lloyd looked into the possibility of working with the wood framing
24

Lloyd interview, November 17, 2016.

25

“Congregation Beth Shalom,” fax imprint of February 26, 1998, in FPC Board binder, CBSRZ.

26

Minutes of “Congregation Beth Shalom Facility Planning, Master Plan Workshop, in FPC Board binder, CBSRZ.
Part of the pressure to get approval for a design from the Planning and Zoning Commission was due to the fact that
CBS had a September 30, 1998 deadline by which date they had to decide whether to purchase the property on
Route 154 and Kings Highway. See CBS Board meeting minutes, May 18, 1998, CBSRZ.

27

Carol LeWitt telephone conversation, October 3, 2017.

28

David Hays was a leading scenic and lighting designer for Broadway and the New York City Ballet and founded
the National Theatre of the Deaf.
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company Yankee Barn Homes on the idea of building a long low structure that felt almost
agricultural. While this might have been an economical solution, and created a “homey”
synagogue, it quickly became clear that Yankee Barn’s standard elements were too limiting.29
But Lloyd was still very interested in post and beam construction as was George Amarant, who
chaired CBS’s Building Committee and would play a key role in the framing that the design
team developed for the new synagogue’s sanctuary.30
From early in their working together on the Synagogue Project, “a big part of the
discussion” between LeWitt and Lloyd was about eastern European wooden synagogues.31 The
artist conveyed his interest in these lost, historic structures and his vision of them as an
inspiration for the new synagogue that they would build for Congregation Beth Shalom and
clearly convinced the non-Jewish Lloyd. Though the artist also made it clear to the architect,
when he was looking at one of Lloyd’s elevations, that the building should not be
“Disneyesque.”32 As discussed earlier, LeWitt had already “borrowed” Maria and Kazimierz
Piechotkas’ book, Wooden Synagogues, when he visited Louis I. Kahn’s Temple Beth El in
Chappaqua, New York. And as we have already seen, the eastern European buildings—as well
as Kahn’s own take on them—had already filtered into the many drawings and models that\
LeWitt designed.

29

Lloyd interview, November 17, 2016. Also see, memo from Steve Lloyd to Congregation Beth Shalom Building
Committee re: Yankee Barn Presentation, April 17, 1998, in FPC Board binder, CBSRZ.
30

Amarant interview, June 2, 2016. George Amarant effectively served as CBSRZ’s owner’s representative during
construction of the new synagogue building.
31

Lloyd interview, November 17, 2016.

32

Lloyd interview, November 2, 2016.

79

Lloyd recalls that he and LeWitt found the great wooden synagogue in Wołpa
particularly compelling and “studied” this structure.33 As discussed earlier, it is widely
considered to be one of the finest examples of this building type. The artist and the architect
certainly had Wołpa in mind, as well as other Polish wooden synagogues, as they developed
plans for Congregation Beth Shalom’s new synagogue building. “I think it’s really because of
the sanctuaries in eastern Europe,” muses Lloyd, “that the sense of an octagonal space felt like it
was an important model. And also, those roofs, they have almost like a graded and tiered element
to them that felt important to us to try to incorporate in some fashion in terms of the imagery.”34
While working together with Lloyd, LeWitt would cover sheets of paper with tiny
sketches of the sanctuary (fig. 4.3). In his variations, he played around with the roof shapes, the
number of tiers and the extent of the glazed clerestories, as well as the overall silhouette of the
form. LeWitt also made more carefully delineated drawings of the sanctuary as an independent
form, almost as if it were a sculptural object. And indeed, it seems as if the very plastic threedimensional nature of both the sanctuary, and the chapel/library, is what captured the artist’s
attention. It is also striking that in this particular series of drawings, LeWitt uses a vocabulary of
directional lines (vertical, horizontal, diagonal) that is quite reminiscent of his wall drawings and
prints. Of all of LeWitt’s synagogue drawings, these seem the least like ideas for actual designs;
rather they look like the artist is taking a form—in this case a tiered sanctuary—and
systematically putting it through its variations, somewhat like he so frequently did with the cube.

33

Lloyd, “CBSRZ, 10th anniversary.” Since Stephen L. Lloyd never saw the Piechotkas’ book, it seems likely that
he would have looked at the plans and photographs of the synagogue at Wołpa, as well as other examples in Carol
Herselle Krinsky’s Synagogues of Europe.
34

We Built This House.
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Perhaps it is telling that LeWitt actually allowed two of these drawings to be framed for an
exhibition.35
In one sheet, LeWitt pictured the forms of the sanctuary and the chapel/library side by
side (fig. 4.4)36; in both the walls were rendered in thin vertical lines, while the roofs had
horizontal lines. The chapel/library has a vertical grid of lines at the center, perhaps identifying a
separate entrance. The sanctuary has one row of clerestory windows at the uppermost level. In
two other drawings, apparently hand-drawn rather than with a ruler), LeWitt has elaborated on
the three-tiered sanctuary, only here with two bands of clerestory windows. The artist mixed up
his linear vocabularies: in one version, the ground-floor façade is rendered in horizontal lines
with grids for the entrance and windows, while the roofs are composed of vertical lines (fig. 4.5);
in another variation, vertical lines define the windowless façade, while the roofs are composed of
diagonal lines and the whole structure rests on a wide platform of horizontal lines (fig. 4.6). It’s
worth noting that the relative heights of the clerestories and the number of windows also vary
from drawing to drawing. Finally, in two other drawings (figs. 4.7-4.8), LeWitt eliminated the
prominent bands of clerestory windows (except a sliver below the top roof) and the three-part
roofs look more beehive-like than stepped. In these versions, once again the walls are rendered in
vertical lines, while the roofs are composed of horizontal lines. When there’s an entrance, it’s a
grid.
While Steve Lloyd notes that he and LeWitt actually did not sit down and work together
all that often, he certainly recalls the time when the artist sketched “little scribbles” of a site plan
35

It appears that LeWitt Collection, 011094 (fig. 4.8) was exhibited at the Lyman Allyn Art Museum in New
London Connecticut in 2005; 011095 (fig. 4.7) is framed but does not have a label on the verso, suggesting that it
was not included in that exhibition.

36

Steve Lloyd has a photocopy of this drawing on which LeWitt labeled the structures “sanctuary” and “library”
(rather than chapel) and made an annotation that reads “possible window” at the level of the band between the lower
and middle stepped roofs of the sanctuary. Steve Lloyd’s copy of this drawing is mounted on the board in fig. 4.3.
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(fig. 4.9) and sanctuary layouts (fig. 4.10). Sketches like these were important at the beginning of
the project. Lloyd recalls that LeWitt’s sketches were “always starting with an octagon. So, I
think that was really a given from the outset.” They also discussed the need for eastern light so
they gravitated towards the idea of positioning the sanctuary at the eastern side of the building.
The concept of a central “Main Street” that would serve as both a foyer/lobby, common area, and
a hub that connected the various components of the synagogue—the sanctuary, social hall,
school, and offices—also emerged very early in the conceptual design process. So, the plan that
Lloyd drew had a Main Street (in the first plan called a “gathering place”) right inside the
entrance, with the sanctuary off to the right, the social hall directly ahead, and an administrative/
educational wing off to the left (fig. 4.11). Such a layout was very different than the plan that
LeWitt had initially shown Lloyd (fig. 4.1), but the architect notes, “We used some of the same
volumes—specifically the chapel and the sanctuary—but we put them in different places.”37 The
chapel (no longer also designated as a library) was now positioned to the left of the entrance
(rather than the right), and its entire octagonal form protruded from the front façade (rather than
the three sides of the chapel that extended outward in LeWitt’s plan). Lloyd drew up this floor
plan in late April 1998 and made changes over the course of the next month. Meanwhile, both
Lloyd and LeWitt proceeded to develop an exterior design for such a layout, conscious of being
in a creative and functional dialogue.
LeWitt hewed closely to the inspiration that he found in Polish wooden synagogues and
retained certain elements from the model that he had shown Lloyd at the outset. In the artist’s
elevation (fig. 4.12), the octagonal sanctuary has three levels with tiered roofs separated by
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Lloyd interview, November 17, 2016.
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clerestory windows, and a flat skylight.38 The contrast between the shingled roofs and the glass
bands with mullions is striking. On the south (main) facade, the ground floor of the sanctuary, as
well as the entrance, appear to be fully glazed. LeWitt’s octagonal chapel is, as it was before,
conical with clerestory windows, and protrudes to the left of the entrance. The proportions of the
chapel also remain similar to the artist’s earlier model, a little more than half as wide as the
sanctuary. In contrast to the horizontal shingle of the roofs, the chapel is clad in narrow vertical
siding. Bringing in natural light was clearly very important to the artist—a whole row of
clerestory windows along the top of Main Street rises above, and recessed from, the entrance.
LeWitt’s western elevation (fig. 4.13) has a series of casement windows that, interestingly, are
similar to the fenestration on the right (eastern) side of the southern facade of the final building.
Steve Lloyd notes that LeWitt’s drawings were the artist’s “idea of how it would be possible to
incorporate the idea of some of these wooden synagogues into New England—and also with his
own sense of what is appropriate geometrically. He certainly has more than a lot of that, and he
thought so much about just what shapes are meaningful to him.”39
Stephen Lloyd’s exterior design for the same basic floor plan (fig. 4.11) is similar to
LeWitt’s in its general massing and placement of the individual components (fig. 4.14).
However, his forms for the sanctuary and the chapel, while still octagonal, feel considerably
more modern and geometric than the artist’s. In Lloyd’s design, the roofs of the sanctuary and
the chapel are steeply hipped and the social hall has a pitched roof. As opposed to the contrasting
tiered and conical roofs in the artist’s design, the architect gives both octagonal forms the same
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This drawing (fig. 4.12) was published as fig. 23 in Friedman, “Constructions Sights,” 58. For some unexplained
reason, LeWitt’s southern elevation is truncated and trails off to the left of the chapel.
39

Lloyd interview, November 17, 2016.

83

type of roof. This design feels monumental in comparison to LeWitt’s; indeed, the massive,
windowless forms reminded one congregant of a nuclear reactor.40
In his design for the sanctuary, Lloyd was trying to balance not only the congregation’s
and LeWitt’s concerns, but also those of David Hays: “I liked the idea of a rather Shakespearean
space,” recalls the scenic designer. “Going up like the Southbank theaters that Shakespeare had.
Height. A small footprint, . . . . an intimate room, going up. It would have been the size and
shape on the floor of the synagogue we had in Deep River. But added capacity as you went up, . .
. . for the High Holidays.”41 Hays made drawings, including cross-sections, to show the
sightlines and how the space would have worked.42 As a result of Hays’ input, Lloyd designed a
sanctuary with balconies and stairs to access them. According to architect, this had not allowed
for the more tapered, stepped form that LeWitt would have preferred. The architect recalls what
happened:
I went into his studio, and he [Sol] had drawn very carefully the elevations of the chapel
and the sanctuary, and it didn't feel like it was up for discussion [fig. 4.4 and 4.12-13]. It
felt like I needed to incorporate this, but it simply wasn't possible with the ideas that were
coming from David Hays and the height that would be necessary for that sanctuary. And
so I think, partly as a result of that, I took some of the slope of the roof that Sol had
drawn on the chapel and incorporated that in the sanctuary instead. And so that's how I
tried to honor what had come from Sol's side and also what was coming from David
Hays's side and incorporate both into a design that was harmonious.43
But as Lloyd was also responsive to the congregation, he subsequently made changes to
the bulbous, solid forms of his sanctuary and chapel, which we see in his revised elevations (figs.
4.15-4.16): While the architect retained the steep pitch for both the sanctuary and the chapel, he
40
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David Hays interview with the author, Chester, Connecticut, June 2, 2016, hereafter cited as Hays interview, June
2, 2016; and Lloyd interview, November 17, 2016.
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added flat “caps” with windows to their hip roofs. Additionally, Lloyd introduced narrow,
vertical windows on their western elevations, which would have captured sunset, as well as
wider vertical windows on their eastern elevations, which would have brought in considerable
morning light. The architect also made the chapel protrude more prominently in the front of the
building.
In May 1998, Lloyd presented his conceptual plan for a 17,621 square-foot building to
Congregation Beth Shalom’s building committee, Board, and annual meeting, all of which
approved the design. At this point in the project, when some funds had been pledged but much
more needed to be raised, it was thought that the new building was likely to be constructed in
phases, and indeed Lloyd had kept that in mind as he developed the design. The thinking was
that the sanctuary might need to be built in a second phase and that a temporary bimah could be
set up in the social hall. In fact, the architect showed Congregation Beth Shalom’s board a model
(no longer extant) “with and without the sanctuary.”44 Rabbi Doug Sagal was a member of the
design committee, and Lloyd vividly recalls his remarks on the design at the annual meeting:
I see the history of the Jews. You know, the social hall, the roof slopes like this. It's like a
tent. This is the Jews in the desert. And then, we’ve got the big synagogue in Jerusalem
that is like the sanctuary, so that is the Jews in Jerusalem. And then, we've got the chapel
in front, which are the Jews in America.” And it was just very eloquent and just so
thoughtful, and it's kind of like, “Well, if that's the case, then how can we vote against
this?”45
Steve Lloyd presented the conceptual master plan for CBS’s new synagogue to the
Chester Planning and Zoning Commission on July 2, 1998. He showed the model and a
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CBS Board meeting minutes, May 18, 1998 and Annual Meeting minutes, May 28, 1998, CBSRZ and Lloyd
interview, November 17, 2016.
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Lloyd, “CBSRZ, 10th Anniversary.”
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rendering of how the building would look from Route 154 (fig. 4.17).46 He also included
presentation boards with images of barns (fig. 4.18). “The idea,” recalls Lloyd, “was to show
barns that looked like the synagogue,” in order to suggest “that such imagery was both similar to
certain massing in the synagogue and appropriate as an agricultural neighbor (like the original
idea of a vernacular barn) to the classic landmark house.”47 Lloyd must also have shown the
landscape & site lighting plan (Lloyd Coll., IMG1569, fig. 4.19), which delineated not only the
footprint of the synagogue but also the driveway, parking lot, landscaping, and natural features
such as meadows and wetlands that would be preserved. Lloyd and the synagogue were very
pleased when the Planning and Zoning Commission approved the design for Congregation Beth
Shalom’s new building in just one hearing.48
In the summer of 1998, Rabbi Doug Sagal notified the board of Congregation Beth
Shalom that he would be leaving at the end of his contract in June 1999 and the congregation
was informed in September.49 This was really a blow to the synagogue, which was at the point
where they had an approved design, were in the midst of a capital campaign, and were about to
exercise their option on the property on Route 154 and Kings Highway (that expired on
September 30, 1998). In the summer of 1998, Rabbi Doug Sagal notified the board of
Congregation Beth Shalom that he would be leaving at the end of his contract in June 1999 and
the congregation was informed in September.50 This was really a blow to the congregation,
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Debbie Mueller, CBS president to the congregants, September 3, 1998 and Doug [Rabbi Douglas Sagal] to the
members, September 4, 1998, in Board minutes 7/97-12/98 binder, CBSRZ.
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which was at the point where they had an approved design, were in the midst of a capital
campaign, and were about to exercise their option on the property on Route 154 and Kings
Highway (that expired on September 30, 1998). “It was an amazingly difficult time,” recalls
George Amarant. “We were really building it [the new synagogue] for Doug, to try to enclose his
spirit.” But George’s wife, Donna Moran (who later served as CBSRZ president during the last
two years of the building project) “was wonderful in . . . having us realize that we were greater
than the charismatic energy of Doug, that we would survive and thrive, and that our growth
would continue and we could, in fact, not only build the building but sustain it.51 Carol LeWitt
too, remembers: “We lost this beloved rabbi, Doug, in the process. I mean, literally, Donna and I
particularly, were in deep mourning for his loss. . . . And I just thought, “Gee, OK, what do we
do now?”52
Congregation Beth Shalom carried on and closed the deal on the parcel of land, began the
process of searching for a new rabbi, and launched the second phase of the capital campaign.53
Steve Lloyd’s plans and elevations of the conceptual master plan, which had been approved by
the Planning and Zoning Commission, were featured in a handsome campaign folder.54 The
formal merger of Congregation Beth Shalom and Congregation Rodfe Zedek, which had been in
discussion for years, was finalized; a ketubah (marriage contract) was officially signed by the
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The parcel of land was purchased on September 18, 1998, according to a letter from Carol LeWitt, Chair, Facility
Planning Board, Congregation Beth Shalom to Maureen McGuinness, Tax assessor, Town of Chester, October 1,
1998, in Board minutes 7/97–12/98 binder, CBSRZ.
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Congregation Beth Shalom, Capital Campaign folder, LeWitt Collection. I believe that this is probably the
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CBSRZ.
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two synagogues on November 6, 1998 (fig. 4.20).55 And Sol LeWitt designed a new logo with a
blue menorah for the congregation.56 But CBSRZ decided not to proceed with design
development until a new rabbi was in place and they could gauge the full potential of the capital
campaign.57 It was not until the following summer that the focus would once again return to
developing the architectural design for Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek’s new home.
But while the architectural work was on hold, much had been accomplished in just a few
productive months: Steve Lloyd had engaged the congregation in imagining what their new
synagogue could be and the members felt like they were involved in the process. The architect
had developed good working relationships with Sol LeWitt, David Hays, and other members of
the design committee. He had managed to incorporate their ideas, at least in some measure, in a
conceptual design that was roundly approved both within the congregation and by the town of
Chester. And around half of the funds, around $1.2 million had been pledged to the project.58
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Chapter 5.

A New Design and the Final Building

I would not want to be an architect. The closest I’ve come to that is in the design of our
local synagogue in Chester, which I saw as a problem of geometric forms in a space that
conforms to the uses of ritual. In this instance, I worked with an architect, Stephen Lloyd,
who knew lots of things that I didn’t. But the main ideas of form were preserved, and I
find the space created to be what I had hoped.1
—Sol LeWitt
Following a yearlong hiatus, the Board of Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek
determined that the congregation could not afford the conceptual master plan that had been
approved by the Chester Planning and Zoning Commission. So, the building program was
downsized from 18,000 sq. ft. to 12,000 sq. ft.,2 with sanctuary seating for 125 people (with
moveable partitions allowing expansion up to 200) and a capacity for 450 people on the High
Holidays; a social hall that could hold 200 people at ten tables, with a small dance floor; seven to
ten classrooms; and two offices.3
In September 1999, Steve Lloyd and Sol LeWitt and the other members of the design
committee, particularly the scenic designer David Hays and Building Committee chair George
Amarant, took up the challenge of condensing the design while retaining as many principles as
possible.4 The idea of placing the social hall adjacent to the sanctuary so that it could serve as the
expansion space for the High Holidays became central to scaling down the building; this would
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CBSRZ Board minutes, August 12, 1999, CBSRZ.
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Memo from Carol LeWitt to CBS Board of Directors, September 8, 1999, in Board Minutes 1/99 to 6/06 binder,
CBSRZ.
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Sol LeWitt and David Hays will meet on Sept 22, 23, 24 to work on approved alterations to our conceptual master
plan.” See Memo from Carol LeWitt to CBS Board of Directors, September 8, 1999, CBSRZ. Also see Steve Lloyd
in We Built This House.
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also eliminate the need to “go up” for balconies, and make it more feasible to build the entire
structure at once rather than in phases. As part of the downsizing, it also became necessary to
minimize the amount of circulation space.5
Among the options that were explored was the concept for a 13,400 square-foot building
with a small sanctuary and space for a tent.6 This was, appropriately, a theatrical proposal from
David Hays, who envisioned “a tent with carved posts and canvas painted by the children of the
congregation.”7 The tent would have been raised in the courtyard on the eastern side of the
building and accommodated 400 people for the High Holidays.8 The only visual evidence of the
idea for a tent is a sketch that Steve Lloyd faxed to Sol LeWitt, in which an elevation shows a
dotted line in the location of the “future sanctuary/tent frame” (fig. 5.1). This plan had an
entrance on the short end of the building (at right) with no provision for a lobby or central
gathering area. A small sanctuary surrounded by the social hall was placed in the other half of
the building, to the left of the courtyard/classroom wing. This sketch is significant for another
reason: given that Lloyd and LeWitt only met in person occasionally, this fax gives us some
insight into how they worked together: The architect would quickly draft up ideas, outline the
key issues, and solicit the artist’s feedback.9
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90

While the board approved the plan with the tent in October 1999, by the following month
it was supplanted by another design, which is the one that was ultimately built.10 It had become
clear to Steve Lloyd that the solution was actually wrapping the social hall around the sanctuary
on one side, while wrapping so-called “Main Street” around it on the other side. Lloyd later
referred to the forms of both the social hall and Main Street as “tent-like.”11 Main Street, which
ultimately included both a lobby and a gathering space, provided access not only to the sanctuary
and social hall, but also to the library (no longer with a chapel function), office wing, classroom
wing, and courtyard. The latter was crucial for bringing eastern light into the sanctuary, now that
it was relocated to the center of the building.12 This relationship becomes clear when looking at
Lloyd’s hand-colored floor plan (fig. 5.2): The octagonal sanctuary, with an asymmetrical roof,
is located left of center, with the back wall of the Torah ark actually aligning dead center with
the entrance. On the left (western) side of the sanctuary, three sides of the octagon (moveable
walls) overlap with, or are embedded into, the social hall. Main Street (lobby and gathering area)
wraps around the sanctuary on the right (eastern) and provides the major circulation area. The
deep courtyard, bordered by an office wing on the south and a wider wing of classrooms to the
north, brings light into the public communal space as well as into the sanctuary, which is glazed
above the first-floor level. This floor plan for a 14,016 square-foot building closely corresponds
to the synagogue that was ultimately built (fig. 5.3).
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In looking at the plan, what is most striking is the extent to which Lloyd’s solution is
similar to the plan that LeWitt had given to him when they first started working together on the
synagogue (fig. 4.1). The architect had initially put it aside because the congregation had rejected
the artist’s design, and beyond that, Lloyd had felt that LeWitt’s plan lacked the kind of rigor,
“from an architectural standpoint,” that was typical of the artist’s work.13 But clearly, the two
plans share key elements: The sanctuary is at or near the center with an octagonal roof; the social
hall is adjacent to the left (west); and the eastern side of the building is configured as a “U” with
a courtyard. However, at the time Lloyd was not aware of his plan’s similarity to LeWitt’s and
only came to appreciate this in hindsight. The architect observes:
One thing that's important to relate in that regard is how close the final design is to the
drawing that I saw before we even started. I don't think I ever really perceived that within
the process. It's only now in retrospect that I know how startlingly similar they are, really,
and so either, you know, he [Sol] managed to maneuver this whole project in a way
without me really knowing about it as his collaborator, or this was kind of some
preordained kind of thing that needed to happen, that he saw it, and it took the rest of us a
while to see it as well, or something like that. That's all possible, I guess, but the
similarity is undeniable.14
At the same time, it is also important to note the differences between Lloyd’s final layout
and LeWitt’s initial one. While the artist’s plan seems to have an additive quality, jutting out
here and indenting there, the architect’s plan neatly fits all of the functions into a rectangle (with
the courtyard cut out) with a 3:4 ratio between the sides and the front/back. Thus Lloyd’s plan is
more compact and he introduced symmetry: the entrance is in the center, the lobby and gathering
area (“Main Street”) form a central axis, the courtyard is centered on the sanctuary (and is the
same width), the library (now rectangular) is aligned with the sanctuary (and is the same width as
13
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one of its octagonal sides), and the sanctuary and social hall are more integrated. And rather than
having the kitchen, storage, and mechanical spaces appended at the rear northwest corner, or the
chapel/library (now just a library) protruding on the front elevation, all of these spaces fit within
the rectangular perimeter walls. Lloyd’s plan also has a very clear functional organization: rather
than being dispersed, the classrooms are all located in a school wing to the north of the
courtyard, while the offices and conference room are grouped in an administrative wing to the
south of the courtyard.
Once the floor plan was worked out, Lloyd and the design team turned their attention to
developing the relationship between the interior spaces and the exterior of the building. “It was
time to focus on the sanctuary,” recalls the architect. “We knew that this was the place to honor
the precedent of the Wołpa synagogue.”15 LeWitt envisioned the sanctuary as a “soaring space”
and was emphatic that it be asymmetrical because he wanted the light from the central skylight to
illuminate the bimah, and not fall on the congregation.16 George Amarant recalls the discussions
about the sanctuary: “And then Sol said, ‘But it can’t be like a birthday cake. It can’t be
symmetrical.’ He says, ‘It has to have moment.”17
When Lloyd showed LeWitt his profile for the sanctuary, the artist felt that it “lacked
dynamism.18 The architect recalls, “This is where one of Sol’s drawings was really important,
because he did a drawing that looked almost like a volcano” (fig. 5.4).19 In this sketch, we see a
steep stepped angle at the left of the sanctuary roof, a flat top, and a sharp drop-off on the right.
15
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An arrow pointing downwards indicates the direction of the light entering via the skylight.
Another drawing may be even more telling (fig. 5.5). In this overlay, LeWitt has drawn his own
conception of the sanctuary roof’s profile over one of Lloyd’s freehand elevations. Here, we
actually see the hands of both the artist and the architect and Lloyd corroborates: “I think this
may be the one example of us ‘working together’ on the same drawing. It is an attempt to
incorporate his freehand sketch [fig. 5.4] into the dimensions of the plan.”20 One curious element
in both of these drawings is the suggestion of little humps at the ends of the building; they read
as both a counterpoint to the soaring sanctuary roof and interestingly, are reminiscent of the
small pavilions in Polish wooden synagogues. Lloyd ended up modifying the gradient of
LeWitt’s roof so that it skewed less and was not as steep on the right (eastern) side because he
wanted it to still read as a roof rather than as a wall. As a result, the light does not actually come
in near the ark, but rather between the bimah and the seats in the sanctuary.
Ultimately, Lloyd and LeWitt settled on a tiered octagonal sanctuary with two hip-roofed
levels (the middle one octagonal, the upper one hexagonal) rising above a lower hip-roofed
structure, as seen in these elevations (fig. 5.6).21 The form of this tripartite, stacked sanctuary
with two bands of clerestory windows is clearly a more abstracted, asymmetrical, and less
historically specific version of LeWitt’s earlier sanctuary design as seen in figures 4.12 and 4.13,
as well as in a few of his individual sanctuary drawings (figs. 4.5-4.6). The new version, while
still indebted to the wooden synagogues of eastern Europe, feels like a more contemporary
interpretation of those buildings. In large measure, I believe it is specifically the asymmetricality
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of the sanctuary that signals that this is not your grandmother’s shtetl synagogue in the alte heim
(old home).
In contrast to the artist’s earlier design, the sanctuary in these new elevations (fig. 5.6)
does not exist as a discrete structure (for example, as it anchors the eastern end of the synagogue
in figure 4.12); rather it rises above the main body of the building as part of an integrated
tableau. Additionally, the upper clerestory windows are now shorter than the lower ones, and this
increases the sense of height. Another important difference is that in the absence of the
protruding octagonal chapel/library in the earlier designs (both LeWitt’s and Lloyd’s), it is now
the hip-roofed entrance portico that is in counterpoint to the tall, tiered sanctuary. From the east
and west, the sanctuary roof appears to be symmetrical. On the eastern side of the building, the
prominent sanctuary roof rises up above Main Street at the center, and two hip-roofed wings
protrude eastward: the administrative wing at the left (south) houses the rabbi’s office, the
conference room, and offices; and at the right (north), a wider wing houses classrooms.
On the west, it rises above the hip-roofed social hall; glazed, double doors provide access to the
social hall.
This new conceptual plan was unanimously approved at CBSRZ’s Fall Congregational
Meeting on November 18, 1999 and published in the synagogue’s newsletter.22 Lloyd
subsequently hand-colored a sheet with all four elevations, as well as the courtyard elevations
(fig. 5.7). The fenestration on the facades is more detailed in this drawing and for the first time
we see the introduction of three skylights on both the low hip roofs on the east and west
22
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elevations. Significantly, these skylights bring in direct sunlight (as opposed to the ambient light
of the clerestory windows) to Main Street, the sanctuary, and the social hall.
As constructed, the exterior of CBSRZ is clad in cedar clapboards (almost all exposed)
that are painted a neutral gray, while the roofs have asphalt shingles (fig. 5.8).23 The fenestration
has inevitably been refined: on the south (front) elevation there are two sets of double doors
rather than the original three, and only four narrow windows on the left (west) side rather than
eight and five in two earlier versions; the placement of the four casement windows on the right
(eastern) side has been adjusted and they are now evenly spaced from each other. The double
doors on the west elevation have also been pared down to two sets rather than three. As we saw
earlier in the elevations, the profile of the sanctuary is symmetrical on the eastern and western
sides of the building. Additionally on the east, the tiered sanctuary flanked by the two projecting
hip-roofed wings (around the courtyard) distantly echo the massing of the tall sanctuaries with
outlying pavilions that were common in the wooden synagogues of eastern Europe (fig. 5.9).
The seeming simplicity, lack of much detail, and general spareness of the building is
striking, as is the fact that the roofs have no eaves. The latter is in stark contrast to the Polish
wooden synagogues, as well as the Yiddish Book Center, which had inspired LeWitt. “This was
Sol’s important feeling that it had to be a volume. It needed not to have roof overhangs,” recalls
Steve Lloyd. “He wanted it to be a purer volume than that [the Yiddish Book Center], like it was
a piece of sculpture. He wanted the wall and the roof to be one essentially, so the color was
important, too, that the roof and the wall be very similar colors.24 While the silhouette of CBSRZ
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harks to the historical wooden synagogues, the design’s emphasis on clean geometric volumes
without eaves is probably more indebted to Louis I. Kahn’s Temple Beth El in Chappaqua, New
York. The building’s unadorned simplicity and neutral color also echo the Congregational
churches and New England barns that were reference points for the architect, the artist, and the
congregation. Patrick Pinnell observed that CBSRZ also “evoke[d] the practical, spare
spirituality of early New England meetinghouses. Those were hard-working community
buildings, close cousins to barns. Like them, Beth Shalom is in the best sense homely.”25
Finally, it is important to note that while this modest synagogue is unassuming in the
daytime, it is radically transformed at night. The building takes on a much more dramatic
presence in the dark when all of the interior lights are turned on (fig. 5.10). At that point, all of
the glazing pops with a warm glow that punctuates and shapes the building. The layered
dimensionality of the sanctuary roof is heightened and the rigorous geometry of the fenestration
becomes apparent. The three skylights on the hip roofs of both the social hall on the west and
Main Street on the east are also more easily seen at night (fig. 5.11). It is unclear if Lloyd and
LeWitt predicted that, but given the need for artificial illumination during evening services, they
likely did.

The Interior
As one enters CBSRZ, the interior is an unexpected surprise. In contrast to the muted
tone and simplicity of the exterior, inside one encounters a panoply of wood, light, color, and
geometry (fig. 5.12). The walls of Main Street (used for art exhibitions) are a rich dark blue, and
peering out above the walls through glass windows is a light-filled space with wooden framing;
25
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it is a tantalizing foretaste of what is to come and beckons one to find their way to the sanctuary.
Overhead are wooden rafters and a sloping roof with a distinctive red latticed ceiling. Light
flows in from multiple directions—through the skylights, the clerestory windows, and the
courtyard doors. This complex visual experience is the result of a design process in which Steve
Lloyd, Sol LeWitt, and the rest of the design team made many critical decisions. Their concerns
were aesthetic, functional, and financial. Their goal was to create a space that would meet both
the spiritual as well as communal needs of the congregation.
The design team determined that the wooden rafters should remain exposed (fig. 5.12). In
part this was a cost-saving measure, as sheetrock would have been prohibitively expensive, and
they had no interest in acoustical tile. But the other factor was that the wood creates the homey
feeling that the congregation had wanted, going back to the initial workshop.26 So, acoustical and
thermal insulation was sprayed between the rafters under the roof and perpendicular wooden
slats were added, which suggest the plane of the ceiling while still revealing the rafters (fig.
5.12). Moreover, Lloyd felt that this was a nice reference “to the wooden plank interiors of the
eighteenth-century European synagogues.”27
Carol LeWitt recalls Sol’s thoughts on the subject: “The ceiling package, just for the
sheetrock, was $77,000. And we couldn’t afford it. So, I remember Sol saying, ‘Take it out. Just
don’t do it. You don’t need to.’ And that’s when they came up with the fire-retardant foam and
this grid, which really makes the building.”28 Lloyd subsequently sent LeWitt a fax with an
updated elevation and details of the proposed new ceiling treatment (fig. 5.13) and solicited the
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artist’s opinion, which was simply, “Steve–This looks fine,” signed with an S in a circle.29
Interestingly, the artist hung this fax on his bulletin board, alongside the two color snapshots of
one of his early synagogue models.
The color of the ceiling was another issue. In Lloyd’s fax to LeWitt, he had written that
“everything above the 1 x 4’s would be painted black (or?).”30 But when the design team was
looking at CAD drawings of the building (fig. 5.14), they realized that they actually needed to
think about the color of the ceiling.31 Both Carol LeWitt and George Amarant vividly remember
David Hays picking up a siddur (prayer book) in the old shul and saying, “Here, this is the
color.”32 The color had to be run by LeWitt who, according to Amarant, “thought it was a
wonderful selection,”33 and would have chosen the specific Benjamin Moore color.
The idea of a dark brownish red for the ceiling fit in well with LeWitt’s overall concept
for the synagogue (fig. 5.15). According to Lloyd, the artist wanted “to orchestrate the way that
you perceive the building,” and color was a key strategy. The artist was concerned with both the
transition from the outside to the inside and especially with the subsequent experience of moving
from Main Street to the sanctuary. Entering the building, one walks directly into Main Street
where the walls exude a rich deep blue, both unexpected and dramatic. Lloyd recalls that “Sol
felt very strongly that this space needed to be a dark blue,” in contrast to the subsequent powerful
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Fax from Stephen L. Lloyd to Sol LeWitt, annotated with LeWitt’s response, April 28, 2000 fax imprint, LeWitt
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“release that you feel going into this tall space with [it] all being white. That was Sol’s idea, and
it’s absolutely right.”34 Carol LeWitt has a different recollection regarding the colors: She recalls
that Sol’s idea was to paint the dark red “from the ceiling to the ground, because he wanted the
vision of walking through a dark tunnel into a light sanctuary. He thought that that transition was
very important. He wanted the color to be enveloping. We went with the blue [which LeWitt had
also selected], and he didn’t say no, but he was not happy.”35
In addition to the red of the ceiling and the blue of Main Street, LeWitt selected a yellow
for the social hall (fig. 5.16). Carol LeWitt notes that the yellow is named “Chestertown Buff”
and recalls Sol looking at her and saying, “That’s a good color” (appreciating the fact that the
color name and the name of their town coincided).36 While the yellow leaned a bit towards ochre,
and the red and blue were likewise far from their color-wheel versions, the artist nonetheless had
grounded the synagogue in a palette of the three primary colors. The yellow also appears in the
less public spaces: the corridors in both the school and administrative wings as well as in some
of the offices. Additionally, LeWitt selected a green for the rabbi’s office and library (fig. 5.17).
Finally, another red (different than the one used for the ceiling) covers the walls in the
conference room (fig. 5.18), with an amusing anecdote as to the choice: Initially, the thought was
that perhaps they would use the green for the conference room. But, as Carol LeWitt recalls, Sol
“looked at everyone, and he said, ‘Green? Look out there [through the window]. You‘ve got to
bring red into this room.”37 Rabbi Rachel Goldenberg, who conducted Torah study sessions in
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the conference room, feels that, at least in part, the liveliness of the discussions can be attributed
to the red color.38
Apparently the discussions around the use of color for CBSRZ were informed by a sense
of history. At one meeting for potential donors, Steve Lloyd showed examples of the opulent gilt
and polychromy of European synagogues. “One person said, ‘Well, how do we do that?’ recalls
the architect. “And I said, ‘Well, we’re not that. That’s not what this congregation is, but we do
have color. We can use color.’ And Sol just did that beautifully.”39 Lloyd particularly appreciates
the powerful blue—“royal and rich in its intensity and hue, so it has some of the glory of the
decoration that the synagogues had in their opulence in Europe.”40
But while not opulent, LeWitt’s color has a power and clarity that is fitting to a New
England vernacular structure. At CBSRZ, he created a palette as he might for one of his wall
drawings, only here LeWitt’s color reinforces the rigor of the spatial design of an entire building.
Rooted in the primary colors (plus white), the artist’s palette was tailored room to room and
marks different ritual and communal functions, while it also creatively effects spatial transitions
as one moves through the synagogue.

The Sanctuary
For the congregation’s most important space, post and beam construction was selected
because of historical precedents, the often-stated idea of building a barn, and the congregation’s
38

Rabbi Rachel Goldenberg, interview with the author, Chester, Connecticut, June 2, 2016, hereafter cited as
Goldenberg interview, June 2, 2016.
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Lloyd showed a detail photo of Princes Road Synagogue in Liverpool (1874), a Moorish Revival building with lots
of ornate decoration and gilt.
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desire for a warm, wood building. Based on his studies of Polish wooden synagogues, LeWitt
wanted the sanctuary to be an octagon, have as much height as possible, and as noted above,
have a dramatic asymmetrical form with a skylight that would bring in light directly over the
bimah. The artist was also keenly attuned to how light would be experienced in the space, and
indeed this had always informed his thinking about the placement and the orientation of the
synagogue building on the site.41
The sanctuary’s octagon is irregular in plan, with 19-ft. 11-in. walls on four sides (east,
west, north, and south) and 13-ft 8-in. walls between them (fig. 5.19). The Torah ark is located in
its traditional location on the eastern wall with a star design by Sol LeWitt. Painted a crisp white,
the walls stand in marked contrast to the dark, saturated colors throughout the rest of the
synagogue building. Eight wooden posts (9-in. square) support a forest of beams, struts, and
diagonals that form a variety of triangles and rhomboids that culminate in a hexagon with a
structural and symbolic six-pointed Star of David, above which rises a hexagonal cupola with a
square skylight (figs. 0.2, 5.19). Lloyd paid particular attention to the dimensions of the posts
and the other timber elements;42 he felt that the proportions needed to be right so that the
structure would feel light and effortless, as if “the space itself is almost creating its own form.”43
In the Hartford Courant, the architect Patrick Pinnell called CBSRZ’s sanctuary “a tour de force
of imaginative geometry and precision wood hewing.”44
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The overhead Star of David (fig. 5.20) was George Amarant’s solution to how they could
achieve the soaring sanctuary that LeWitt envisioned without building the high round dome that
Amarant recalls the artist proposing early in the design process. That idea had been shot down by
one of the other members of the Facility Planning Committee who was a developer, and
immediately said that a dome with such a large compression ring would be much too expensive
for the congregation’s budget. A few months later, Amarant and his family were visiting a
reconstructed water mill in England when he saw a waterwheel with a six-pointed star that
structurally held the wheel together. He had one of those “Aha” moments and saw that CBSRZ
could use a six-pointed star as a structural component to hold up the sanctuary “dome” that
would also be aesthetically pleasing and symbolic. Amarant brought the idea back to
Congregation Beth Shalom’s building committee and later shared it with Lloyd when he joined
the project.45 The architect thought that it was a great idea, but notes, “The only difficulty, of
course, is the geometry. Because you’ve got to change, now, from this octagon that you’ve got in
plan to a hexagon up above. And then, you’re moving it off center, as well. And then, it finally
changes to a square at the very top, which is the skylight.”46 George Amarant brought in a timber
framer, Brendan Matthews, who then worked with Lloyd and LeWitt to figure out how to realize
all of this in post and beam construction, and the architect Richard L. King, who worked in
association with Lloyd on the project, created all of the construction drawings for the
superstructure in CAD.47 Notably, throughout this entire narrative is LeWitt’s ability, even
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desire, to work communally. Far was it his idea or personality to dominate or impress his vision
upon others.
Standing in the sanctuary and looking upward, one has a sense of amazement at the
timber framing—and disorientation at what one is looking at: the skylight is off-center, the
geometry of the shapes overhead is irregular and changing, and what you expect to be
symmetrical simply is not. It is actually easiest to grasp the structure and geometry of the
sanctuary’s framing by looking at the model of it that Matthews built in December 1999
(fig. 5.21-5.22). Unlike when one is physically in the space, or looking at photographs, the model
allows the viewer to take in the whole structure at a glance.
When the model was presented to the board, there was concern that if the framing was
built with green trees (Matthews’ specialty), it could check (crack). The safer alternative was to
purchase and recycle old wood. George Amarant located timbers of Douglas fir that had been
salvaged from an old warehouse in Bridgeport, Connecticut and then supplemented them with
additional yellow pine timbers from a power station in Massachusetts that was being taken down.
“All of the posts, the eight main posts in the octagon are yellow pine from this power station. I
thought that was pretty appropriate,” notes Amarant, referring to the spiritual power of this place
of worship.48
Two other components of the framing warrant mention. David Hays suggested that they
introduce diagonal struts (sometimes doubles) in order to ease the transition from the vertical
posts to the diagonal rafters of the sloping roof—in effect, providing a visual segue from the
octagon to the hexagon. Lloyd recalls Hays saying, “Without those, it feels too abrupt. You can’t
make that transition successfully without them.” The architect describes the overall effect as
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“branching” or “treelike.”49 And Brendan Matthews recommended adding the triangles between
the lower and upper beams of the “windows” on the sides of the octagon in order to provide
stability.50 Lloyd recalls running the idea by LeWitt: “And I showed it to Sol, and I said, ‘So
how do you feel about triangles?’ And then, I sort of stopped myself because, obviously, he feels
just fine about triangles. And it’s so interesting, because it added a piece of Sol’s geometry, but it
was done for a functional reason. It came from a different source.”51
Steve Lloyd worked with the structural engineer to make the connections between the
timbers as visually unobtrusive as possible. They used a hidden steel knife plate and instead of
using bolts, they secured the joints with steel pins.52 The timber framework was initially
assembled by a firm up in Hadley, Massachusetts in order to see that it all fit.53 The plan was for
the framing to be constructed on site in Chester in three days, but despite the fact that it rained on
the second day, the job was completed in just two days. Carol LeWitt recalls the moment: “We
were all standing on the ground when they dropped that six-pointed star. I mean, that was
amazing, standing there looking at this.”54 (fig. 5.23). Steve Lloyd also has a poignant memory:
“The sanctuary was still under construction and there was scaffolding in the middle of it. And
Sol and Carol and I went up on the staging on the scaffolding, so that we were standing up inside

49

Lloyd interview, November 17, 2016.

50

George Amarant in We Built This House. The north and south walls of the sanctuary do not have “windows,” but
are solid walls with doorways.

51

Lloyd interview, November 17, 2016.

52

Lloyd, “CBSRZ, 10th Anniversary” and We Built This House.

53

George Amarant recalls, “We’d found a firm in Hadley, Mass., that had bought the factory that made conning
towers for submarines. . . . They had specialized in building steeples for churches. And they could fit this entire . . .
sanctuary part of the building inside that factory, and assemble it so that they knew it was going to fit.” See We Built
This House.
54

Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016.

105

the middle of the sanctuary, where no one can stand. But you’re kind of surrounded by the
geometry. And I remember Sol saying, ‘This is nice.’”55
For acoustical reasons, the design team decided to add glazing between the posts and
beams in the “windows” of the sanctuary walls. This was so that activities could simultaneously
take place in the sanctuary and the social hall or Main Street. The glass produces unusual and
surprising effects as it picks up the reflections of the lower band of clerestory windows as well as
the three overhead skylights in the ceilings on the eastern and western sides of the building (fig.
0.2). At night, the glass also picks up the pinpoint reflections of the many suspended lighting
fixtures (fig. 5.19). The skylights are also positioned so that at rare moments, when everything
aligns, sunlight pours down on the bimah through a glass top above the ark alcove. Artificial
lighting in the sanctuary is provided by small light fixtures that are suspended from all of the
points and intersections of the overhead six-pointed Star of David. David Hays recalls that
LeWitt did not like the lights and thought that they diminished the height of the sanctuary. But
Hays, as a scenic designer, felt that having the lights as objects in the foreground actually
emphasized the height.56
“The way that he [Sol] perceived spirituality had to do with his experience of space and
how it related to light,” observes Carol LeWitt. And indeed, light was particularly important to
LeWitt as he worked on the building for CBSRZ. He thought a lot about the setting sun and the
effects of illumination—both natural and artificial—in the sanctuary. “He [Sol] talked a lot about
the light,” recalls Carol LeWitt. “He was very concerned about how the building was going to be
55
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sited. He was very concerned about the skylights. He wanted to be sure that when you are there
for the Yom Kippur prayers, and that the gates would be closing, that you would have the full
effect of light.”57
Rabbi Rachel Goldenberg beautifully elaborates on Carol LeWitt’s comment, describing
what it feels like in the sanctuary (expanded into the social hall) on Yom Kippur and the
powerful role that the filtering light plays in the experience:
On Yom Kippur, we are here for the full cycle of the sun, from sunset on Kol Nidre
night, through the sunrise for the morning service, through the afternoon, where the sun
shifts from there to there, and then into the evening as the fast is going to be broken and
the gates of repentance begin to close. And you actually sense the physical passing of
time and the movement of the sun. . . . It’s hard to even put into words what that does.
You just become very aware of the momentousness of the day. That’s why we call them
the High Holy Days. We have the time from sunset to sunset to bring ourselves back into
alignment with God, or with who we want to be, or whatever it is we understand is
happening on Yom Kippur. But you have the bookends, and you feel it in the room, of
sunset to sunset. And as the sun starts to set on Yom Kippur afternoon and evening,
because the light changes the way it does in here, it feels more intimate as the day wears
on. . . . As we get closer and closer to sunset, we come closer together as a community, I
think, spiritually. The space contributes to that feeling of we’re spending this time
together in this space. And the light is starting to fade, and here we are. We’re still here,
and we’re supporting each other. There’s just something really beautiful about that.58
In addition to the salutary effects of changing light, the sanctuary is more broadly attuned
to nature and weather conditions. On a sunny day, light blue ribbons of sky (sometimes with
clouds) encircle the sanctuary in the clerestory windows (fig. 0.2)—and another square of blue
sky peeks through the skylight; at twilight these ribbons can be a radiant deep blue (fig. 5.19).
Weather affects the synagogue at other times as well. “When it’s cloudy and misty and raining
when you’re in the sanctuary, and not just because the roof still leaks a little bit, it changes how
the light is experienced,” notes Rabbi Rachel Goldenberg. “And I love that. It really evokes the
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experience of being in a tent, kind of. Like, you’re not completely enclosed and separated from
the elements. You’re aware of the elements. You hear the rain on the roof, and you definitely
hear thunder and lightning and things like that because of the wood of the building. You can
really feel and hear weather.” Rabbi Goldenberg also recalls the time when someone in the
sanctuary during services noticed a rainbow in the sky and the entire congregation went outside
into the garden to look at it. And other moments when people looked up and saw seagulls
walking on the square skylight overhead. There is such a strong tie to the natural world when you
are in the sanctuary, but the rabbi takes it to another level in simply saying, “There’s such a sense
of connection in there to the divine.”59
The bimah is seven inches high and covered with gray carpet, with a ramp at the right.
Beyond this, the sanctuary was designed to be flexible. The pulpit generally sits in front of the
bimah on top of a large Oriental carpet, but it can be moved further into the space when the
movable walls are taken down and the sanctuary expands into the social hall. Congregants sit on
chairs rather than fixed seats and the number of chairs and their arrangement varies with the
service. This kind of flexibility was particularly attractive to Rabbi Goldenberg as it allowed her
to use the space in myriad ways. Upon seeing it during her very first visit to CBSRZ, she recalls
thinking, “I can do whatever I want in this space, and this is an incredible space.”60
The sanctuary can accommodate up to around 150 people, although it is also comfortably
intimate for a service with only thirty. Furthermore, the interior was designed so that the three
rear walls of the octagon can be removed in order to expand into the social hall, both for the
High Holidays as well as for larger weddings, bar/bat mitzvahs, and other special events. David
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Hays designed inexpensive sheetrock walls that slide on railings for relatively easy removal and
reinstallation and these were built by the stage construction crew at the nearby Goodspeed
Opera.61 When the walls are down, the expanded sanctuary/social hall has a seating capacity of
350 to 400 resulting in a much different, more expansive feeling (fig. 5.24) where those who are
seated further back in the social hall experience the sanctuary as the focal point of a much larger
congregation. Congregants are also keenly aware of the large rafters of the social hall roof
overhead, which extend outwards and converge at the western corners of the building, reminding
some of a tent (fig. 5.25).62
For all of the visual excitement of the sanctuary’s timber framework, with the overhead
Star of David, the space’s singular focus is actually another star—the one on the Torah ark (figs.
0.2 and 5.19). Towards the end of the building project in the fall of 2001, Sol LeWitt created a
design for a six-pointed star (Star of David) inscribed within a circle. Both the star and the circle
are composed of concentric bands of highly saturated color segments. The artist asked Lloyd to
come over to his studio so that he could show the architect the design; LeWitt modestly
suggested that it could work well on the back wall of the sanctuary. However, the architect felt
that it was such a powerful design that the multi-colored star should instead be placed on the
Torah ark at the front of the space. LeWitt asked Lloyd to present his work to the design
committee.63 Lloyd recalls, “I was more nervous than at any time in the whole process. What if I
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could not convince them to employ this wonderful piece of art at the heart of the building? But I
needn’t have worried. The committee loved Sol’s design.”64 The CBSRZ Board
“overwhelmingly approved” LeWitt’s design for the Torah ark on September 13, 2001, just fiveand-a-half weeks before the dedication ceremony for the new building.65
LeWitt made the Star of David for CBSRZ in the same way that he executed his wall
drawings and used the bold Lascaux acrylic paints that he had been using for them since the late
1990s.66 For this unusual proposal, LeWitt actually created a new format, which he later called
“broken bands of color.”67 In this mosaic-like arrangement of color segments, no piece of color
could abut the same color on any side. A series of drawings chart LeWitt’s working process:
Initially, the artist sketched out the design in gouache and pencil in six colors: blue, yellow, red,
green, burgundy, and purple (fig. 5.26). This is the version that LeWitt showed to Lloyd.68 He
subsequently developed schematic instructions for two maquettes (fig. 5.27): one in a somewhat
muted palette (multiple shades of blue, green, orange, etc.) created through the layering of
“superimposed colors” (fig. 5.28); and a second bolder design with saturated “straight” colors
(primary and secondary colors plus gray, fig. 5.29).69 While the artist preferred the latter design,
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he expected that the synagogue would opt for the more conservatively colored variant; but to
LeWitt’s surprise they selected the bolder colors.70
As realized in situ, the brilliantly colored and animated Star of David within the circle
pulls the congregation’s attention towards the Torah ark, which is the most sacred place in the
synagogue (fig. 5.30).71 (In Hebrew, it is called the Aron Kodesh [Holy Ark]). In a sanctuary of
white walls, exposed wooden posts and beams, and natural light, the punch of LeWitt’s colors
introduces a dynamic energy on the bimah. “These colors are alive and vibrant,” notes Rabbi
Goldenberg. “The fact that these colors are on the ark [makes] the focal point . . . very clear. In a
religious space, it’s really important to have a focal point, a place where you can anchor
yourself.”72
Furthermore, LeWitt’s design is an integral part of the liturgical furnishings. In
Ashkenazi synagogues, an ornate Torah curtain (parochet) traditionally hangs in front of the ark,
often decorated with traditional symbols such as Lions of Judah, the menorah, and the Ten
Commandments. At CBSRZ, LeWitt’s Star of David effectively takes the place of the parochet,
its symbolic image directly applied to the two sliding wooden doors of the ark itself.
Accordingly, the design has been adapted to its functional role: at the center of the Star of David,
the wood is routed out creating a star-within-a star-handle (fig. 5.31) and the design wraps
around the inside edges of the doors; when they are slid open to the sides, the Star of David splits
in half, revealing an impressive group of traditionally dressed Torahs that, with their
executed in the studio of Jo Watanabe, per email from John Lavertu, LeWitt Collection to the author, October 4,
2017.
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embroidered mantles and silver Torah finials (against a blue velvet ark lining), present a striking
contrast to the contemporary colors and geometry of LeWitt’s design (fig. 5.32).
LeWitt had long explored the star shape in a variety of media, a fascination that
apparently began in 1983 when he made two wall drawings, #386 and #396, both of which
involved series of stars with progressively more points.73 In succeeding years, LeWitt explored
the star motif in other media including gouaches, prints, “structures,” and ceramics. In the 1990s,
the artist made a number of stars outlined in concentric bands of color, which are striking
precursors to his Star of David design for CBSRZ’s Torah ark. A good example is Stars with
Color Bands (1993), a set of eight etchings with aquatint (fig. 5.33).74 However, it is notable that
for the synagogue, LeWitt for the first time decided to break the concentric bands into individual
segments of color, thereby creating a particularly kinetic form. And it is exciting that beginning
in 2003, after CBSRZ was completed, LeWitt created a whole new body of wall drawings based
on this innovation. These range from Wall Drawing #1088: On a wall, a circle within a
rectangle, each with broken bands of color (2003) to Wall Drawing #1144: Broken Bands of
Color in Four Directions (2004, fig. 5.34), and even extend to several Whirls and twirls wall
drawings in which LeWitt uses broken bands in curving wavelike configurations (fig. 5.35).75
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Clearly, stars were a form—rich and protean—that intrigued Sol LeWitt for more than
twenty years. But what distinguishes his star at CBSRZ from all his other stars, is that this is the
first, and only time that LeWitt created a star (or perhaps any geometric form) with overt
symbolic meaning. And while the artist’s Star of David was a late addition to the sanctuary, it
has become an iconic symbol for CBSRZ, which has prominently featured it in promotional
materials as well as on a skullcap that was created in 2011 for the tenth anniversary of the
synagogue’s building (fig. 5.36).76 In 2005, LeWitt also created a linocut, Shul Print (Six Pointed
Star) (fig. 5.37) based on his maquette for the Torah ark. This limited edition was a fundraising
effort on behalf of CBSRZ and was purchased by many members of the congregation.77
In addition to LeWitt’s Torah ark, there were a number of other key additions to CBSRZ
as the interior of the building was completed. These include biblical inscriptions in the sanctuary,
quotations near the entrance, and the integration of Judaica from the two synagogues’ former
homes. Rabbi Cory Weiss selected four Biblical quotations (in Hebrew) to place in the
sanctuary.78 David Hays suggested that rather than putting them somewhere on the wall, they be

LeWitt Collection, October 13, 2016, forwarded to the author on October 13, 2016. Other works with this format
include Wall Drawing #1111: Circle with broken bands of color (2003); Wall Drawing #1112: Square with broken
bands of color (2003); Wall Drawing #1113: On a Wall, a Triangle within a Rectangle (2003); Wall Drawing 1152:
Whirls and Twirls (Met, 2005); and Wall Drawing #1240: Planes with Broken Bands of Color (Akron, 2005). In
print media, LeWitt made a related suite of six linocuts, Stars (2002, Sol LeWitt Prints Catalogue Raisonné,
2002.02) as well as the linocut, Circle with Broken Bands Within a Square (2003, Sol LeWitt Prints Catalogue
Raisonné, 2003.07).
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Rita Christopher, “LeWitt Design Has Congregants Covered,” The Day, December 10, 2011, accessed April 12,
2016, http://www.theday.com/article/20111210/ENT15/312109981. Also see Cembalest, “Consequence.” Seven
editions of the skullcap have been produced: The first six editions were limited, while the seventh is open-ended.
Each edition is distinguished by a different color leather interior and trim around the edge. The design for the
skullcap corresponds to LeWitt’s maquette (fig. 5.29, LeWitt Collection, 011047) rather than the slightly different
version that appear in the final executed version on CBSRZ’s Torah ark.
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See CBSRZ Board minutes, May 8, 2003, CBSRZ. Also, Carol LeWitt interview, October 3, 2017.
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Amarant interview, June 4, 2016.
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placed on the beams that encircled the space, and that the letters should be carved (fig. 5.38).79
LeWitt thought that the inscriptions were “a nice refinement” and wanted them to be “real gold
leaf.”80 The words above the ark relate to holiness, while the other passages are ethical precepts.
In translation, they read as follows81:
Above the Ark (east):
You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy.—Leviticus 19:282
Left of the Ark (north and northeast):
“Upon three things does the world stand: Torah study, worship, and acts of
lovingkindness.”
—Pirkei Avot 1:2
Right of the Ark (south and southeast)
“The world is sustained by three things: by truth, by justice, and by peace.”—Pirkei Avot
1:18
Back of the sanctuary (northwest to southwest):
“It has been told you, O humanity, what is good, and what the Lord requires of you: Only
to do justice, and to love goodness, and to walk humbly with your God.”—Micah 6:8
Another biblical quotation—in both Hebrew and English—was placed on the diagonal
wall that one sees immediately upon entering the synagogue. It serves as an epigraph for the
building: “My house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples” (Isaiah 56:7, fig. 5.12).
Under this, in much smaller type, is a contemporary statement written by CBSRZ member Lary
Bloom on behalf of the congregation: “We built this house with our hands and with our hearts, to
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Hays interview, June 2, 2016.
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Carol LeWitt interview, October 3, 2017. Carol LeWitt found the sign maker Melody Green of Old Lyme,
Connecticut, who specialized in gold leaf. (Information from the same conversation.)
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“Inscriptions in our Sanctuary,” sign on the wall of the sanctuary at Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek.
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“The words over the ark are about holiness, that we should be holy because God is holy. I think that was a brilliant
choice to have over the ark. In typical synagogues, what you have up there is “Know before Whom you stand,”
which is sort of like beating you over the head. And these words are uplifting, if you understand what they mean. I
mean, it’s sort of lift yourself up, and we can be lifted up to holiness.” Rabbi Rachel Goldenberg in We Built This
House.
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honor those who came before us, and as a house for all: to worship, to rejoice, to heal, to learn, to
savor the great gift of Torah.”83
Towards the end of the project, various ritual objects and furnishings from both
Congregation Rodfe Zedek and Congregation Beth Shalom were integrated into the new
synagogue building. Carol LeWitt was very involved in this effort and says that, “It was
important to give all of those things a pride of place, and to be sure that they were all saved and
that we knew the stories of them all, and that they were integrated in a very thoughtful and
embracing way.”84 Rodfe Zedek had had three eternal lights in its former building: The oldest
one, which memorialized a soldier from the congregation killed during WWII, was hung in the
sanctuary in front of LeWitt’s Torah ark (fig. 5.30); the two other eternal lights, in memory of
two young women who had died in the 1970s, were hung over Rodfe Zedek’s yahrzeit plaques,
which were placed (along with Beth Shalom’s yahrzeit plaques) on the walls towards the back of
Main Street and in an adjoining corridor (fig. 5.39).85 While synagogues often hang such
memorial plaques in their sanctuaries, the design committee decided against doing so at CBSRZ.
Amarant recalls that, “Sol loved the simplicity of the white walls. And it wasn’t hard convincing
people to put the memorial plaques outside of the sanctuary because they’re distracting.”86
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In the intervening years, this entry wall has been painted gray with the two quotations remaining in boxes on the
original blue background. The overall effect is less successful.
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Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016.
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Jacqueline Michael in We Built This House.
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Amarant interview, June 4, 2016.
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LeWitt himself wrote that, “The sanctuary of the synagogue has, as its only artwork, the star on
the ark. I wanted to keep the space clear and simple.”87
Congregation Rodfe Zedek had other pieces that also became part of CBSRZ including a
chandelier and the Torah ark, with stained glass from the 1970s, which were both put in the
library (fig. 5.40). And Rodfe Zedek’s wooden chairs with floral finials, which came to them
from a Baptist church, became the chairs on the new synagogue’s bimah, to either side of
LeWitt’s Torah ark (fig. 5.32).88 Steve Lloyd felt that the inclusion of all of these components
from the two congregation’s former homes transformed the new building by giving it an “almost
instant history.” He feels that “the yahrzeit plaques, in particular, make a huge contribution in the
building. They just bring this whole level of history, and those who came before, right into your
daily experience of the spaces.”89 Miscellaneous other furnishings and Judaica were put in the
library, the conference room, and other locations in the building. Finally, a metal Star of David
from Congregation Rodfe Zedek’s former home in Moodus was placed on the front of the
synagogue above the entrance; and a wooden Star of David from Congregation Beth Shalom’s
former home in Deep River was placed over the entrance from the courtyard on the eastern
elevation of the building.90
The design committee was aware throughout the design process that the cost of the new
building was an issue, as CBSRZ continued to raise funds for the Capital Campaign. Carol
LeWitt, who took a lead role in the fundraising, recollects: “We never wanted to put ourselves in
87

Mink, Questionnaire sent to Sol LeWitt, 5, LeWitt Collection, “Lyman Allyn Art Museum” folder. According to
Carol LeWitt, Sol wanted some sort of “design element” on the sanctuary walls and was looking at the stenciling in
eastern European synagogues, but nothing ever came of this. Carol LeWitt interview, October 3, 2017.
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Jacqueline Michael in We Built This House.
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We Built This House.
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Carol LeWitt interview, October 3, 2017.
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a position where we stretched for a building so that we would be bricks-and-mortar rich and
program poor.”91 Nor did the congregation want to be saddled with a huge mortgage. Ultimately,
the total cost of the new synagogue was $2.7 million, which included the cost of the land and site
remediation.92
The relatively modest budget required that the design team realize cost efficiencies by
making simple, less expensive choices. “That kind of frugality, I think, really helped the
building,” says Carol LeWitt. Two examples that have already been discussed are the ceiling,
where instead of sheetrock, they devised a lattice grid of wood slats; and the moveable walls at
the rear of the sanctuary, which are on rails and moved by hand. These walls were actually a
cost-effective solution when the operable wall that had been specified turned out to be too
expensive.93 Another instance is the concrete floor. “Sometimes the reduced budget really makes
choices easier,” observed Steve Lloyd, “because you can’t afford to recover all the concrete. You
do have to pay to finish it, extraordinarily well, but you don’t have to pay for carpets and tile and
all of this other stuff. And plus, you’re heating through the floor, so you really don’t want those
intermediary layers anyway. And I just like its honesty, and the same with the exposed framing, I
liked the honesty of the roof.”94 Lighting was another area where CBSRZ was able to save
money. “When we went to do the lighting,” recalls Carol LeWitt, “we had a cheap floodlight at
our backdoor. Sol said, ‘Buy those. They’re $1.75 at the hardware store.’ And that’s what holds
the lighting in the whole ceiling area. Those kinds of simple, artist-driven decisions . . . were
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We Built This House.
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CBSRZ, Annual Meeting minutes, January 10, 2002, CBSRZ.
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Lloyd, “CBSRZ, 10th Anniversary.”
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Lloyd interview, November 17, 2016.

117

important decisions.”95 In other creative attempts to save money towards the end of the project,
Sol and Carol LeWitt actually gave artworks to vendors in exchange for the lighting system as
well as the chairs and tables for the new synagogue.96
*

*

*

*

Sol LeWitt and Steve Lloyd certainly looked towards Wołpa and other Polish wooden
synagogues as their inspiration for CBSRZ, at the same that they brought great innovations to the
historical precedents. It is worth taking stock of the outcome of this architectural dialogue in the
completed building, as well as the way it was mediated by LeWitt’s encounter with Louis I.
Kahn’s Temple Beth El.
The most important feature that the artist and architect adapted was the triple-tiered
sanctuary roof. At Wołpa, the tiers reflected the interior levels of the dome, but otherwise gave
no hint of its octagonal form. At CBSRZ, the tiered roofs also mirror the rising levels of the
interior sanctuary “dome.” However, in marked contrast to the Polish synagogue, Lloyd and
LeWitt’s exterior directly reflects the shift from an octagonal to a hexagonal internal structure;
the sanctuary itself is in fact the exterior form, unbuffered by any “container,” as at Wołpa.
Additionally, the artist introduced a radical asymmetricality to the dome in order to make it more
dynamic and because he wanted to bring light directly onto the bimah. As a result, when viewed
from the front, CBSRZ’s sanctuary roof skews towards the right, at the same time that it sits left
of center and creates a most unusual profile. Magically, the synagogue’s dome reverts to a more
traditional symmetrical profile when viewed from the eastern and western sides of the building.
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Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016.
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Ibid. Also Carol LeWitt interview, October 3, 2017 and Amarant interview, June 4, 2016.
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Another dramatic difference is that Wołpa’s tiered roofs were solid, whereas CBSRZ’s
are punctuated by prominent bands of clerestory windows and skylights. Wołpa had light
entering the men’s prayer hall through pairs of sash windows at the second story, while
CBSRZ’s sanctuary is flooded with overhead light. In fact, more than in any Polish examples,
light is an integral element that shaped the conception of LeWitt’s architectural design. Finally,
while Wołpa’s flaring roofs (with eaves) and pavilions suggest a vaguely Asiatic influence,
CBSRZ has clipped geometric volumes that echo the historical forms but are otherwise clearly in
a modern idiom. The latter is reinforced by the casement windows and doors, all of which are
glazed without any sash, and form highly geometric layouts on each elevation.
LeWitt was inspired by the octagonal domes at Wołpa and other Polish wooden
synagogues to give CBSRZ’s sanctuary an octagonal floor plan. This was an unusual choice (and
a constant in his designs from the beginning), given that the prayer halls of the eastern European
synagogues were generally square or rectangular in plan at ground level—and not octagonal. As
I suggested earlier, I believe that it was also—if not more so—Louis I. Kahn’s Temple Beth El,
with its octagonal form, that influenced LeWitt to settle on an octagonal sanctuary for his new
synagogue.
Other aspects of CBSRZ’s design also seem to take cues from Wołpa’s octagonal dome,
whether by intent or by coincidence. The way in which Lloyd used struts in the sanctuary
framing to transition from the octagon at ground level to the hexagon overhead is not unlike the
use of pendentives at Wołpa to segue from the square plan of the prayer hall to the octagonal
cupola. Furthermore, it looks like Lloyd and LeWitt took a tip from the way that Wołpa
diminished the height of the balustrades at each level (as well as the width of the openwork
boards) in order to create the illusion of greater height. The analogous feature at CBSRZ is the
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bands of clerestory windows that diminish in height as they go up and have fewer horizontal
muntins at the upper clerestory than at the lower one.
Perhaps the most dramatic response to Wołpa and the other Polish wooden synagogues is
the treatment of the framing in the sanctuary. Unlike the buildings that inspired them, where the
complicated truss work that supported the domes was hidden behind (often decorated) ceilings,
Lloyd and LeWitt dramatically revealed the structural framing. In true modern fashion, the
architect and artist made the timber supports of their sanctuary dome a central architectural and
aesthetic feature. This strategy was enhanced by the decision to leave the rafters of the ceiling
exposed and just have a simple lattice of wooden slats.
I would argue that ultimately CBSRZ can be seen as the culmination of a couple of
inversions: in Temple Beth El, Louis I. Kahn externalized the octagonal form of the Polish
sanctuary domes and made it the shape of the synagogue; LeWitt picked up on that for all of his
initial octagonal synagogue designs, though ultimately he and Lloyd decided to express this
geometric form in an octagonal sanctuary within a rectangular structure; finally, they made
another inversion by making visible the framework that supported the great Polish wooden
domes, thereby turning the timber structure at CBSRZ into a dramatic visual element at the heart
of the new synagogue.
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Epilogue
On October 21, 2001, the members of CBSRZ—300-strong—marched the two miles
from their former home in Deep River to their new synagogue in Chester. The lively procession
featured congregants carrying the Torahs, a klezmer band on a flatbed truck, the blowing of the
shofar (ram’s horn), and cheering onlookers.1 “It was very joyous,” recalls Carol LeWitt, “not
only for the community itself, but really for the whole area.”2 Upon arrival at the new building,
there was a dedication ceremony in which a new mezuzah was installed on the doorpost, the
Torahs were placed in the ark, and the eternal light was illuminated.3 For Steve Lloyd, the
building “was transformed” and “took on new stature, new gravity.”4 The new synagogue “took
on a presence that could only happen when the people and the function came together to make it
into what it was really designed for.”5
The opening of CBSRZ was not the end of Sol LeWitt’s involvement with the
synagogue. While he continued to be a member, the artist also had his hand in a number of other
projects. Prominent among these was landscape designer Mikyoung Kim’s design for the
courtyard and meditation labyrinth on the eastern side of the building (completed in 2003).6

1

Rob Varnon, “Congregation Heralds New Synagogue,” The Middletown Press, October 22, 2001.
http://www.middletownpress.com/news/article/Congregation-heralds-new-synagogue-11915170.php
2

We Built This House.
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Program for Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek dedication ceremony, October 21, 2001, CBSRZ.
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Lloyd, “CBSRZ, 10th Anniversary.”

5

We Built This House.

6

According to Carol LeWitt, Sol was very interested in the idea of using the courtyard “as a place to pray outside.”
As early as 1998, she and Steve Lloyd were in discussion with the landscape architect Mikyoung Kim about ideas
for CBSRZ’s site. Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016 and letter from Mikyoung Kim to Carol LeWitt, April
20, 1998, FPB Board binder, CBSRZ. Kim ultimately designed benches and a boardwalk surrounded by a mosaic of
two-meter high grasses and vegetation that changed seasonally, and in the autumn the natural cycle intersected with
the ritual cycle. During the fall agricultural festival of Sukkot, a group of permanent wood totems were used as the
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LeWitt also intervened when he disliked the sign that was installed on East Kings Highway by
the top of the driveway.7
Shortly after the new synagogue building was completed, LeWitt told a New York Times
critic that CBSRZ’s style was “neo-shtetl.”8 This term seems too glib and deflects the brilliant
ways in which LeWitt took the forms of shtetl architecture, filtered them through his personal
style of geometric permutations, and created something completely fresh and contemporary—
though in a different sense of shtetl, the building did involve the efforts of a tight community. In
his review of Louis I. Kahn’s drawings at The Jewish Museum in 1996, Paul Goldberger wrote
of the architect’s travel sketches: “Kahn looked at the classic works and saw mass and shape and
line. His eye edited out most ornament and went right to the essentials of form.”9 The same could
be said of LeWitt’s relationship to the wooden synagogues of eastern Europe. The artist distilled
what he perceived to be the essence: tiered roofs, great height, and octagonal forms. Working
with Steve Lloyd, together they added pure volumes and geometry, as well as color and light, in
order to create the truly distinctive building that LeWitt envisioned.

posts to build a sukkah. Kim based the scale and color of the totems on the posts in the sanctuary. The courtyard
with benches was completed in 2001, while the labyrinth was built by Kim’s Rhode Island School of Design (RISD)
students in 2003. See CBSRZ Board minutes, June 19, 2003, CBSRZ; Mikyoung Kim: Inhabiting Circumference/
Landscape Rituals/ Urban Ground (Washington, D.C.: Editions, Ariel, Grayson Publishing, 2002), unpaginated;
Mikyoung Kim, “Sol LeWitt, Between Exhibition and Meditation,” in “Embodied: Figures in a Landscape,” Pages
Paysages Landscape Review no. 9 (November 2002): 96-101, Versailles, France: Association Paysage et Diffusion
and Basel, Switzerland: Birkhäuser: and Niall Kirkwood, Weathering and Durability in Landscape Architecture:
Fundamentals, Practices, and Case Studies (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2004), 176-78.
7

Lloyd interview, November 17, 2016 and Carol LeWitt interview, October 7, 2016. Also see CBSRZ Board
minutes, June 19, 2003 and July 10, 2003, CBSRZ. Steve Lloyd worked with a CBSRZ committee to design the
sign. He was inspired by CBSRZ’s yahrzeit plaques and made the sign look like bronze (even though it was
fabricated in plastic). LeWitt hated the sign and sent over a painter who painted it blue.
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9

Goldberger, “A Spiritual Quest Realized But Not in Stone,” New York Times, October 13, 1996.
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As mentioned earlier, in 1963 the modernist architect Richard Meier, who curated the
exhibition Recent American Synagogue Architecture at The Jewish Museum, wrote that the
contemporary synagogue demanded new forms and explicitly argued against turning to the styles
of the past, even those related to earlier Jewish buildings. The example that Meier specifically
used was the wooden synagogues of eastern Europe; despite his appreciation for these structures,
he felt that they would be completely out of place in contemporary New York (which, in context,
I take to mean the United States in general).10 Almost forty years later, on the cusp of the new
millennium, LeWitt and Lloyd produced a late counterargument that showed the value of mining
the past to create something new. In CBSRZ, the artist and architect managed to absorb some of
the forms of the Polish wooden synagogues, at the same time that they transformed them into a
building that feels wholly appropriate for a Jewish community rooted in New England in the
early twenty-first century. In what they accomplished, LeWitt and Lloyd were very much part of
what Samuel D. Gruber identifies as “a new generation of synagogue builders [who] seek to
distill the essence of traditional form into a contemporary architectural language.”11
Intriguingly, LeWitt’s attitudes toward architecture seem to have evolved in the course of
his career and I have to think that the change is due, at least in part, to his work on CBSRZ. In
“Paragraphs on Conceptual Art,” published in 1967, the artist stated that, “Architecture and
three-dimensional art are of completely opposite natures. The former is concerned with making
an area with a specific function. Architecture, whether it is a work of art or not, must be
utilitarian or else fail completely. Art is not utilitarian.”12 When questioned about this by the
10

See page 43 of this thesis for Richard Meier’s quotation on this subject.
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Samuel D. Gruber, “Jewish Identity and Modern Synagogue Architecture,” in Angeli Sachs and Edward van
Voolen, eds., Jewish Identity in Contemporary Architecture, exh. cat. (Amsterdam: Joods Historisch Museum and
Munich and London: Prestel, 2004, 31.
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Sol LeWitt, “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art,” (1967); reprinted in Sol LeWitt Retrospective, 370.
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curator Janis Mink in 2005, LeWitt’s attitude had shifted. “I don’t believe that function is the
primary purpose of architecture,” wrote the artist. “It is one of the components. There is an
esthetic component of architecture which is as important as function. One cannot separate the
ideas of esthetics from whatever one does. I try to make anything I do correspond to my esthetic
thinking.”13
Sol LeWitt loved showing CBSRZ to people. His wife, Carol recalls that Sol “brought
everyone there. Whether you were interested or not, he brought you. He was very, very proud of
it.” She continues, “At the end of his life Lucy [Lippard] came to visit one last time, and he said
to her, ‘Do you want to see my synagogue?’ And she looked at him, and she said, ‘You, a
synagogue?’ And he rolled his eyes, and he said, ‘Very hard for somebody that doesn’t believe in
God.’”14
Sol LeWitt died in New York on April 8, 2007. The funeral was a few days later in
Chester at Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek. As Carol LeWitt explains, “What he always
said to me was, ‘If you’re going to do one of those productions at MOMA, I don’t want it.’ He
wanted a Jewish burial. So we made it as traditional as possible.”15 The artist Dorothea
Rockburne, a close friend of LeWitt’s, attended and subsequently published a tribute to him in
which she wrote, “The funeral was held in a beautiful Synagogue that Sol had designed. That
was so like him, to plan every detail of his life. As friends and artists spoke of his life the storm
outside continued to rage as though in mourning for the loss of a great humanist and artist.”16
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Illustrations
All works by Sol LeWitt are © Estate of Sol LeWitt.
The LeWitt Collection is located in Chester, Connecticut.

Fig. 0.1: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, Chester, Connecticut, view from the south. Robert
Benson Photography
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Fig. 0.2: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, looking northeast towards the bimah and Sol LeWitt’s
Torah ark. Robert Benson Photography
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Fig. 1.1: Sol LeWitt (1928–2007), Untitled (2002), Ostia Antica, Italy. So Much More to See, “The
Synagogue at Ostia Antica,” accessed October 31, 2017, http://www.somuchmoretosee.com/2014/01/thesynagogue-at-ost6ia-antica.html

Fig. 1.2: Sol LeWitt, Wall Drawing #51: All architectural points connected by straight lines, 1970,
installed at MASS MoCA. MASS MoCA, “Wall Drawing 51,” accessed October 12, 2017,
http://massmoca.org/event/walldrawing51/.
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Fig. 1.3: Sol LeWitt, Wall Drawing #913 (Ceretto Chapel, Alba, Italy), 1999. Photo: mcA and Stefania
Spadoni, Emanuela Genesio, “The walldrawings of Sol Lewitt and David Tremlett,” Platform
architecture and design, August 5, 2016, accessed August 18, 2017,
http://www.platform-ad.com/walldrawings-sol-lewitt-david-tremlett-architecture-contemporary-artcomparison/.
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Fig. 1.4: Sol LeWitt, Pyramid (Münster), 1987. Concrete block, 160 x 164 x 164 in. Fisher Family.
Installed in City Hall Park, New York, 2011. Photo by Branden Klayko/AN. The Architects Newspaper,
Branden Klayko, “Sculptures by Sol LeWitt Stand Tall in Lower Manhattan,” accessed October 17, 2017,
https://archpaper.com/2011/06/sculptures-by-sol-lewitt-stand-tall-in-lower-manhattan/.

Fig. 1.5: Sol LeWitt, Model for Brick Structure (four domes and a sphere), 2003.
Painted foam on board, 12 x 27-3/4 x 27-3/4 in. Courtesy of Barbara Krakow Gallery.
“Sol LeWitt by Saul Ostrow,” Bomb 85, Fall 2003, accessed October 17, 2017,
http://bombmagazine.org/article/2583/sol-lewitt
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Fig. 1.6: Page with LeWitt family photographs and mementos,
from Sol LeWitt’s Autobiography (New York: Multiples Inc.
and Boston: Lois and Michael K. Torf, 1980).

Fig. 1.7: Page with mezuzah at lower left, from Sol LeWitt’s
Autobiography (New York: Multiples Inc. and Boston: Lois
and Michael K. Torf, 1980).
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Fig. 2.1: Louis I. Kahn, Temple Beth El, Chappaqua, New York,
1966–72. Photo from Heinz Ronner and Sharad Jhaveri, Louis I. Kahn:
Complete Work 1935–1974, second revised and enlarged ed. (Basel
and Boston: Birkhäuser, 1987), 355.

Fig. 2.2: Louis I. Kahn, Sanctuary floor plan on main level, Temple Beth El,
Chappaqua, New York, 1966–72. The sanctuary (1) with bimah (2); classrooms (3)
and library (4) around the perimeter; offices (11-13) at rear. From Heinz Ronner
and Sharad Jhaveri, Louis I. Kahn: Complete Work 1935–1974, second revised and
enlarged ed. (Basel and Boston: Birkhäuser, 1987), 355.
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Fig. 2.3: Louis I. Kahn, sanctuary of Temple Beth El, Chappaqua, New York,
1966–72. Photograph by Fred Wasserman, 2017
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Fig. 2.4: Maria and Kazimierz Piechotka, Wooden Synagogues (Warsaw: Arkady, 1959). Cover photo:
Synagogue in Janów Sokólski, Poland, latter half of the 18th century. Collection of Fred Wasserman
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Fig. 2.5: Wooden synagogue, Grodno, Poland (now Belarus), latter half of the 18th century, perspective
drawing and ground plan. From Maria and Kazimierz Piechotka, Wooden Synagogues (Warsaw: Arkady,
1959), figs. 22 and 23.
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Fig. 2.6: Wooden synagogue, Gwo!dziec, Poland, probably first half of the 17th century, exterior as seen
from the west. From Maria and Kazimierz Piechotka, Wooden Synagogues (Warsaw: Arkady, 1959),
fig. 42.
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Fig. 2.7: Wooden synagogue, Mohylew (Mogilev), Poland (now Belarus), early 18th century; interior and
exterior; paintings by Chaim, son of Isaak Segal from S"uck, 1710. From Maria and Kazimierz Piechotka,
Wooden Synagogues (Warsaw: Arkady, 1959), figs. 120-121.
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Fig. 2.8: Wooden synagogue, Ko#skie, Poland, second half of the 18th century, the roof’s truss. From
Maria and Kazimierz Piechotka, Wooden Synagogues (Warsaw: Arkady, 1959), fig. 89.
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Fig. 2.9: Wooden synagogue, Wo"pa, Poland (now Belarus), probably early 18th century, view from the
northwest. From Maria and Kazimierz Piechotka, Wooden Synagogues (Warsaw: Arkady, 1959), fig. 258.

Fig. 2.10: Wooden synagogue, Wo"pa, Poland (now Belarus), probably early 18th century. Left: ground
plan. Right: second-floor plan. From Maria and Kazimierz Piechotka, Wooden Synagogues (Warsaw:
Arkady, 1959), figs. 259-260.
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Fig. 2.11: Wooden synagogue, Wo"pa, Poland (now Belarus), probably early 18th century, perspective
drawing. From Maria and Kazimierz Piechotka, Wooden Synagogues (Warsaw: Arkady, 1959), fig. 257.
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Fig. 2.12: Wooden synagogue, Wo"pa, Poland (now Belarus), probably early 18th century, interior with a
view of the bimah and the ark (at right). From Maria and Kazimierz Piechotka, Wooden Synagogues
(Warsaw: Arkady, 1959), fig. 271.
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Fig. 2.13: Wooden synagogue, Gwoździec, Poland, probably the first half of the 17th century, perspective
drawing and ground floor plan. This is a photocopy of a page in Maria and Kazimierz Piechotka’s
Bóżnice drewniane (Wooden Synagogues, 1957), with a note from the architect Abraham Rothenberg
to Sol LeWitt. LeWitt Collection, “Beth Shalom” folder
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Fig. 2.14: M. Louis Goodman, Temple Israel, Greenfield, Massachusetts, 1991.
Photo by Paul Franz, Greenfield Recorder, “About Temple Israel of Greenfield,” accessed
September 12, 2017, http://www.recorder.com/Archives/2015/10/AboutTempleIsrael-GR-101015.

Fig. 2.15: M. Louis Goodman, Temple Israel, Greenfield, Massachusetts, 1991.
Photo by Paul Rocheleau. Sam Gruber’s Jewish Art & Monuments, accessed September 12, 2017,
http://samgrubersjewishartmonuments.blogspot.com/2011/03/usa-baytown-texas-celebratessynagogue.html.
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Fig. 2.16: Allen Moore, Yiddish Book Center, Amherst, Massachusetts, 1997.
Photo by Fred Wasserman, 2016

Fig. 2.17: Allen Moore, Yiddish Book Center, Amherst, Massachusetts, 1997,
looking up at the skylight in the central pavilion. Photo by Fred Wasserman, 2016
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Fig. 2.18: Sol LeWitt, small sheet of sketches, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper,
5 x 7 in. Inserted into his copy of Carol Herselle Krinsky’s Synagogues of
Europe: Architecture, History, Meaning (paperback edition, 1996), 54-55.
Photo of the synagogue in Zabłudów, Poland, late 17th century (?), on left page.

Fig. 2.19: Sol LeWitt, small sheet of sketches, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper,
5 x 7 in. Inserted into his copy of Carol Herselle Krinsky’s Synagogues of
Europe: Architecture, History, Meaning (paperback edition, 1996), 55.
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Fig. 2.20: Sol LeWitt, Wall Drawing #601: Forms Derived from the Cube, 1989.
Color ink wash. Collection of the Des Moines Art Center, Des Moines, Iowa.
https://dsmpublicartfoundation.org/public-artwork/wall-drawing-601-forms-derived-from-the-cube/

Fig. 2.21: Wo"pa synagogue, probably first half of the 18th century, western
elevation, and vestibule at center with pavilions at the corners. YIVO Institute
for Jewish Research. This photo appears on page 226 in Carol Herselle Krinsky’s
Synagogues of Europe (1985).
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Fig. 3.1: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, ca. 1998, sketch of exterior.
Pencil on paper, 7-1/4 x 9-3/4 in. LeWitt Collection, 011082, verso

Fig. 3.2: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketch of sanctuary roof, ca. 1998.
Pencil on paper, 7-1/4 x 9-3/4 in. LeWitt Collection, 011082, recto
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Fig. 3.3: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketches of roofs, ca. 1996-98.
Pencil on paper, 8-1/2 x 5-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 006330, recto

Fig. 3.4: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketch of roof, ca. 1996-98.
Pencil on paper, 8-1/2 x 5-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 006330, verso
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Fig. 3.5: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketch of roof, ca. 1996-98.
Pencil on paper, 7-1/4 x 8-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 006328

Fig. 3.6: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketches of elevation and roof,
ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper, 4-1/2 x 8-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 011086

155

Fig. 3.7: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketch of exterior volume,
ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper, 5-3/4 x 8-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 011099, recto

Fig. 3.8: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketches of sanctuary
roofs, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper, 12 x 9 in. LeWitt Collection, 011883
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Fig. 3.9: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, south elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper,
8-1/2 x 24 in. LeWitt Collection, 006348
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Fig. 3.10: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, east elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper,
8-1/4 x 17 in. LeWitt Collection, 016296
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Fig. 3.11: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper, 5-1/12 x 19 in.
LeWitt Collection, 006352

159

Fig. 3.12: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and elevations, ca. 1996-98.
Pencil on paper, 9-1/4 x 19 in. LeWitt Collection, 006324
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Fig. 3.13: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper,
11 x 14 in. LeWitt Collection, 006580
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Fig. 3.14: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper,
11 x 14 in. LeWitt Collection, 006583
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Fig. 3.15: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper,
11 x 14 in. LeWitt Collection, 006588
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Fig. 3.16: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and elevation, ca. 1996-98.
Pencil on vellum, 11-1/4 x 19 in. LeWitt Collection, 011387
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Fig. 3.17: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper,
13-1/8 x 19 in. LeWitt Collection, 016297
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Fig. 3.18: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and elevation, ca. 1996-98.
Pencil on vellum, 11-1/2 x 19 in. LeWitt Collection, 011391

166

Fig. 3.19: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on vellum, 11 x 19 in.
LeWitt Collection, 006319
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Fig. 3.20: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketch with barrel-vaulted (?), elevation,
ca. 1996-98. Ink on graph notebook paper, 2-5/8 x 4 in. LeWitt Collection, 011589, recto

Fig. 3.21: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketch of floor plan with interlocking circles,
ca. 1996-98. Ink on graph notebook paper, 2-5/8 x 4 in. LeWitt Collection, 011589, verso
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Fig. 3.22: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketch of barrel-vaulted (?) elevation, ca. 1996-98.
Pencil on paper, 5 x 8-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 006334
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Fig. 3.23: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, elevation, ca. 1996-98. Pencil on paper, 8-1/2 x 11 in.
LeWitt Collection, 006321
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Fig. 3.24: Sol LeWitt, Model for Congregation Beth Shalom, ca. 1996-97. Corrugated
cardboard, paper cutouts, ink, red ink, pencil, and masking tape, 5-3/8 x 27-7/8 x 36 in.,
Scale: 1/8 in. = 10 in. / 1 cm = 2-1/2 ft. (30 in.). LeWitt Collection, 016852

Fig. 3.25: Sol LeWitt, Model for Congregation Beth Shalom, ca. 1996-97. Corrugated
cardboard, paper cutouts, ink, red ink, pencil, and masking tape, 5-3/8 x 27-7/8 x 36 in.,
Scale: 1/8 in. = 10 in. / 1 cm = 2-1/2 ft. (30 in.). LeWitt Collection, 016852
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Fig. 3.26: Sol LeWitt, Model for Congregation Beth Shalom, detail view of the bimah
and Torah ark, ca. 1996-97. Corrugated cardboard, paper cutouts, ink, red ink, pencil,
and masking tape, Scale: 1/8 in. = 10 in. / 1 cm = 2-1/2 ft. (30 in.). LeWitt Collection, 016852

Fig. 3.27: Sol LeWitt, Model for Congregation Beth Shalom, detail view of school/office wing,
ca. 1996-97. Corrugated cardboard, paper cutouts, ink, red ink, pencil, and masking tape,
Scale: 1/8 in. = 10 in. / 1 cm = 2-1/2 ft. (30 in.). LeWitt Collection, 016852
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Fig. 3.28: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan (“Plan 1”), ca. 1996-97. Pencil on vellum,
24 x 19 in. LeWitt Collection, 011383
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Fig. 3.29: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan of sanctuary (detail), ca. 1996-97. Pencil on
vellum, 24 x 19 in. LeWitt Collection, 011383
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Fig. 3.30: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and elevation, ca. 1996-97. Pencil on
vellum, 24 x 19 in. LeWitt Collection, 011378
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Fig. 3.31: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and elevation, ca. 1996-97. Pencil on
vellum, 24 x 19 in. LeWitt Collection, 011379
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Fig. 3.32: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketches of floor plan and elevations, ca. 1996-97.
Ink on paper, 11 x 8-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 006304
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Fig. 3.33: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan (“Plan 2”, ca. 1996-1997. Pencil on vellum,
19 x 24 in. LeWitt Collection, 011382
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Fig. 3.34: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, south, east, and west elevations, ca. 1996-1997.
Pencil on vellum, 19 x 24 in. LeWitt Collection, 011386
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Fig. 3.35: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketches of floor plans, ca. 1996-1997. Pencil and ink
on paper, 7 x 8-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 011596
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Fig. 3.36: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan, ca. 1996-1997. Pencil on paper,
8-1/2 x 14 in. LeWitt Collection, 011597, verso
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Fig. 3.37: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, overlay on architectural plan by Abraham Rothenberg
Associates Architects (dated January 31,1997). Pencil on tracing paper, black line architectural print,
masking tape, 24 x 36 in. LeWitt Collection, 016854
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Fig. 3.38: Abraham Rothenberg Associates Architects, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan
(without Sol LeWitt’s overlay on tracing paper), January 31,1997. Black line architectural print,
24 x 36 in. LeWitt Collection, 016854
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Fig. 3.39: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, overlay on architectural plan by Abraham Rothenberg
Associates Architects (dated January 31,1997). Pencil on tracing paper, 24 x 36 in. LeWitt Collection,
016854
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Fig. 3.40: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan, ca. 1996-1997. Pencil on vellum,
21 x 27 in. LeWitt Collection, 006971
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Fig. 3.41: Photocopy of photographs of Sol LeWitt’s model for Congregation Beth Shalom (no longer
extant), March 1997. LeWitt Collection, “Beth Shalom” folder
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Fig. 3.42: Color photograph of Sol LeWitt’s model for Congregation Beth Shalom (no longer extant),
March 1997. Posted on the bulletin board in the artist’s studio until it was deconstructed in 2017.
LeWitt Collection

Fig. 3.43: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan, ca. 1996-1998.
Pencil on paper, 8-1/2 x 11 in. LeWitt Collection, 006318
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Fig. 3.44: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan, ca. 1996-1997. Pencil on paper, 10 x 19 in.
LeWitt Collection, 006320
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Fig. 3.45: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, south elevation, ca. 1996-1997. Pencil on paper,
11 x 14 in. LeWitt Collection, 006336
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Fig. 3.46: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketch of floor plan with dimensions, ca. 1996-1997.
Pencil on paper, 5-1/2 x 9-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 011084
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Fig. 3.47: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan and sketches of roofs along right side, 1997
[dated on sheet]. Pencil on vellum, 25-1/4 x 36 in. LeWitt Collection, 006969
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Fig. 3.48: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, south elevation, ca. 1997. Pencil on paper mounted on
paper, 8-1/4 x 24 in. LeWitt Collection, 006345
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Fig. 3.49: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, partial elevation, additional roof sketches in upper
right corner, ca. 1997. Pencil on paper, 8-3/4 x 14-3/8 in. LeWitt Collection, 006342
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Fig. 3.50: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, west elevation, 1998 [dated on sheet]. Pencil on paper,
11 x 14 in. LeWitt Collection, 006339
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Fig. 3.51: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan, 1998 [dated on sheet]. Pencil on paper,
16 x 36 in. LeWitt Collection, 006357
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Fig. 3.52: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, south elevation, 1998 [dated on sheet]. Pencil on
paper, 11-1/4 x 36 in. LeWitt Collection, 006341
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Fig. 3.53: Sol LeWitt, Architectural model for Congregation Beth Shalom, ca. 1998.
Particle board [?] and paper cutouts, 10 x 48-3/4 x 30 in. LeWitt Collection, 016595

Fig. 3.54: Sol LeWitt, Architectural model for Congregation Beth Shalom, ca. 1998
(with roofs removed). Particle board [?] and paper cutouts, 10 x 48-3/4 x 30 in.
LeWitt Collection, 016595
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Fig. 4.1: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan, 1998. Photocopy, 9-1/2 x 17 in.
Collection of Stephen L. Lloyd
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Fig. 4.2: Jonathan Warner House (aka Warner-Brooks House), corner of Route 154 and East Kings
Highway, Chester, Connecticut. Photo by Fred Wasserman, 2016
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Fig. 4.3: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketches of the sanctuary, library, and west elevation,
ca. 1998-99, mounted on board by Stephen L. Lloyd. Ink on paper and photocopy on paper, various sizes.
Collection of Stephen L. Lloyd
Left and center:
Sol LeWitt, sketches for the sanctuary and library elevations
Ink on tracing paper
Right, top and bottom: photocopies of:
Sol LeWitt, west elevation of synagogue
Sol LeWitt, elevations for “sanctuary” and “library”
Mounted on 24 x 36 in. board
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Fig. 4.4: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sanctuary at left, library at right (close-up)
ca. 1998-99. Pencil on paper, 10-1/4 x 22-3/4 in. LeWitt Collection, 015823
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Fig. 4.5: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sanctuary, ca. 1998-99. Pencil on paper, 12 x 9 in.
LeWitt Collection, 011885
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Fig. 4.6: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sanctuary, ca. 1998-99. Pencil on paper,
12 x 9 in. Pencil n LeWitt Collection, 011884
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Fig. 4.7: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sanctuary, ca. 1998-99. Pencil on paper,
8 x 9 in. LeWitt Collection, 011095
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Fig. 4.8: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sanctuary, ca. 1998-99. Pencil on paper, 9 x 7-3/4 in.
LeWitt Collection, 011094
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Fig. 4.9: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, sketch of floor plan, ca. 1998-1999. Marker on
tracing paper, 18 x 10 in. Collection of Stephen L. Lloyd
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Fig. 4.10: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plans and elevation, ca. 1998-1999. Marker on
paper, 7 x 5-3/4 in. Collection of Stephen L. Lloyd
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Fig. 4.11: Stephen L. Lloyd (b. 1949), Congregation Beth Shalom, floor plan, 4.29.98, 5.16.98, 5.26.98.
Offset print, 7-1/4 x 11 in. LeWitt Collection, Congregation Beth Shalom Capital Campaign folder
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Fig. 4.12: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, south elevation, ca. 1998-99. Pencil on vellum,
8-3/4 x 17-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 015822
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Fig. 4.13: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, west elevation, ca. 1998-99. Pencil on paper, 9-1/2 x
18-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 016295
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Fig. 4.14: Stephen L. Lloyd, Congregation Beth Shalom, conceptual elevations, 4.29.98. Diazo print and
colored pencil, 24 x 36 in., taped to 24 x 36 in. board. Collection of Stephen L. Lloyd
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Fig. 4.15: Stephen L. Lloyd, Congregation Beth Shalom, south and west conceptual elevations,
5.18.98. Offset print, 6-3/4 x 11 in. LeWitt Collection, Congregation Beth Shalom
Capital Campaign folder

Fig. 4.16: Stephen L. Lloyd, Congregation Beth Shalom, north and east conceptual elevations,
5.18.98. Photocopy, 8-1/2 x 11 in. LeWitt Collection, Congregation Beth Shalom Capital Campaign
folder
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Fig. 4.17: Stephen L. Lloyd, Rendering of Congregation Beth Shalom from Rte. 154, 1998. Color
photocopy, 8-3/4 x 12-7/8 in. LeWitt Collection, Congregation Beth Shalom Capital Campaign folder
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Fig. 4.18: Presentation board with photographs of barns that Stephen L. Lloyd showed at the hearing
before the Chester Planning and Zoning Commission, July 2, 1998. Left: J. H. Manchester Round Barn,
Waynesfield, Ohio, 1908. Right: Two unidentified barns. 24 x 36 in. Collection of Stephen L. Lloyd
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Fig. 4.19: Stephen L. Lloyd, Congregation Beth Shalom, Landscape & site lighting plan, 7.2.98. Offset
print, 7-1/4 x 11 in. LeWitt Collection, Congregation Beth Shalom Capital Campaign folder
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Fig. 4.20: Ketubah (marriage contract) between Congregations Beth Shalom, Deep River and Rodfe
Zedek, Moodus, Connecticut on the seventeenth day of Heshvan 5759, November 6th, 1998.
Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek
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Fig. 5.1: Fax from Stephen L. Lloyd to Sol LeWitt, ca. 1999. LeWitt Collection,
“Beth Shalom” folder
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Fig. 5.2: Stephen L. Lloyd, Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, floor plan, 11.12.99. Xerographic
print with colored pencil, mounted on 24 x 36 in. foam core board. Collection of Stephen L. Lloyd
Yellow: public spaces
Green: administrative spaces
Red: classrooms
Blue: service spaces
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Fig. 5.3: Stephen L. Lloyd, Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, floor plan, September 22, 2000.
Diazo print, 24 x 36 in. Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek
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Fig. 5.4: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, sketches of the sanctuary (top left and
bottom right) and floor plan (bottom left), ca. 1999. Ink on tracing paper, mounted on approx. 24 x 36 in.
board CK. Collection of Stephen L. Lloyd
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Fig. 5.5: Stephen L. Lloyd and Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, sketch of elevation,
ca. 1999. Ink on tracing paper, 12 x 25 in. Collection of Stephen L. Lloyd
This is an overlay of Lloyd’s elevation with drawing by both Lloyd and LeWitt.

221

Fig. 5.6: Stephen L. Lloyd, Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, elevations, November 1999.
Photocopy of CBSRZ’s newsletter, The Whole Megillah. Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek
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Fig. 5.7: Stephen L. Lloyd, Elevations of Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, 12.16.99.
Diazo print with colored pencil, 24 x 36 in., mounted on board, 24 x 36. Collection of Stephen L. Lloyd
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Fig. 5.8: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, view from the south. Robert Benson Photography
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Fig. 5.9: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, view from the east. Photo by Fred Wasserman, 2016
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Fig. 5.10: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, view from the west southwest.
Robert Benson Photography
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Fig. 5.11: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, view from the east. Robert Benson Photography
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Fig. 5.12: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, “Main Street” with entry wall with quotations and art
exhibition. Robert Benson Photography
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Fig. 5.13: Fax from Stephen L. Lloyd to Sol LeWitt, with the artist’s response, April 29, 2000, posted on
LeWitt’s studio bulletin board. LeWitt Collection
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Fig. 5.14: Richard L. King, Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, Print-out of CAD drawing, ca.
2000-01, image size: 17 x 25-1/2 in., mounted on 22 x 34 in. board. Collection of Stephen L. Lloyd

Fig. 5.15: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, ceiling detail. Photo by Fred Wasserman, 2016
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Fig. 5.16: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, Social hall with moveable sanctuary walls at the
right. Photo by Fred Wasserman, 2016
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Fig. 5.17: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, rabbi’s study. Photo by Fred Wasserman, 2016

Fig. 5.18: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, conference room, looking out windows
towards the northeast. Photo by Fred Wasserman, 2016
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Fig. 5.19: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, sanctuary, looking east towards the Torah ark. Robert
Benson Photography
This photo was taken while the three rear walls were temporarily moved out of place.
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Fig. 5.20: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, hexagon with six-pointed Star of David and square
skylight in the sanctuary. Robert Benson Photography
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Fig.
5.21: Brendan Matthews, maquette of the framing for Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek’s
sanctuary, December 14, 1999. Wood, pencil, glue, sticker, 8 x 14 x 14 in. LeWitt Collection, 01616
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Fig. 5.22: Brendan Matthews, maquette of the framing for Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek’s
sanctuary, December 14, 1999. Wood, pencil, glue, sticker, 8 x 14 x 14 in. LeWitt Collection, 016162

Fig. 5.23: Dropping the hexagon with the Star of David into the framing
of Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, ca. 2001. LeWitt Collection
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Fig. 5.24: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, view from the social hall when
the three rear walls of the sanctuary are temporarily moved and the space is set up for
High Holiday services, looking southeast. Photo by Fred Wasserman, 2016

Fig. 5.25: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, social hall with opened-up
sanctuary at left, looking south. Photo by Fred Wasserman, 2016
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Fig. 5.26: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, Torah ark concept, 2001. Gouache and
pencil on paper. 29-1/2 x 22-1/2 in. LeWitt Collection, 015832
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Fig. 5.27: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom, Working drawing for Torah ark wall drawing, 2001.
Pencil on photocopy, 19 x 24 in. LeWitt Collection, 010110
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Fig. 5.28: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, proposal for Torah ark, 2001. Acrylic on
paper. 20-3/4 x 20-3/4 in. LeWitt Collection, 011048
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Fig. 5.29: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, proposal for Torah ark, 2001. Latex and
acrylic on paper. 20-3/4 x 20-3/4 in. LeWitt Collection, 011047
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Fig. 5.30: Sol Lewitt, Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, Torah ark, 2001. Acrylic,
84-1/16 x 84-3/16 in (closed), each door is 84-1/16 x 42-1/16. Robert Benson Photography
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Fig. 5.31: Sol LeWitt, Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, Torah ark, detail of handle, 2001.
Photo by Fred Wasserman, 2016

Fig. 5.32: Sol LeWitt, Torah ark opened, Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, 2001.
Robert Benson Photography

243

`
Fig. 5.33: Stars with Color Bands, Plate #04, 1993. One of eight etchings
with aquatint, Image size: 20 x 20 in. Paper size: 28 x 28 in. Sol LeWitt
Prints Catalogue Raisonné, 1947–2006, 1993.06, accessed October 19, 2016,
https://www.sollewittprints.org/lewitt-raisonne-1993-06.

Fig. 5.34: Sol LeWitt, Wall Drawing #1144: Broken Bands of Color in Four Directions,
2004. Synthetic polymer paint on wall, 8 x 37 ft. Museum of Modern Art, New York
Photo by Fred Wasserman, 2016
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Fig. 5.35: Sol LeWitt, Wall Drawing #1131: Whirls and Twirls, 2004, (detail). Wadsworth Atheneum.
Photo by Fred Wasserman, 2016
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Fig. 5.36: Sol LeWitt, skullcap, designed from Torah Ark, 2001, produced 2012.
Leather, 1-1/2 x 5-3/8 in. The Jewish Museum 2012-23, accessed April 5, 2017,
http://thejewishmuseum.org/collection/34040-skullcap-designed-from-torah-ark.

Fig. 5.37: Sol LeWitt, Shul Print, 2005. Linocut, Image size: 23 x 23 in.
Paper size: 28 x 28 in. Sol LeWitt Prints Catalogue Raisonné, 1947–2006, 2005.05,
accessed October 19, 2016, https://www.sollewittprints.org/lewitt-raisonne-2005-05.
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Fig. 5.38: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, carved and gilded biblical
inscriptions on the beams of the sanctuary. The space is opened up for High Holiday
services, looking west northwest. Photo by Fred Wasserman, 2016

Fig. 5.39: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, yahrzeit plaques with eternal lights.
Photo by Fred Wasserman, 2016
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Fig. 5.40: Congregation Beth Shalom Rodfe Zedek, library with the Torah ark from
Congregation Rodfe Zedek. Photo by Fred Wasserman, 2016
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